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Honorable Mayor Repp and City Council 

City of Port Huron 

100 McMorran Blvd.  

Port Huron, Michigan 48060 

 

Dear Mayor Repp and City Council, 

The Double Haul Solutions (DHS) Team has had a truly amazing experience working with Port 

Huron’s Southside Community. Herein you will find our observations from over 200 participants and 

comments. Additionally, we have provided a series of recommendations designed to reignite a 

genuine grass roots community building collaboration with the City of Port Huron. This community 

has been waiting many years for an opportunity like this - energy and expectations are high. 

However, with groups like the Southside Initiative and others, there are allies in the neighborhood to 

help keep expectations realistic and support needed bridge building efforts.  

I am not going to lie, there are a lot of hard feelings in this neighborhood towards the City. However, 

there is a need for the community to move on and lean into building a new relationship with the City 

with each party committing to mutual support. It will be imperative for the City to take this report 

and find the means to move forward in some regard. Not doing so would destroy the hopes this 

community has that this time will be different. This is not meant to be a threat, but the messaging 

from the South Park neighborhood was quite clear and universal.  

There are great people in this neighborhood who are ready to roll up their sleeves and fully commit to 

supporting a successful reinvestment initiative. There is broad understanding that this effort will 

require a long-term commitment toward strategic and incremental efforts that bring about positive 

and sustainable change.   

Yours in Service, 

 

 

Nate Geinzer       

Founder/CEO 

Double Haul Solutions 

 

Cc:  James Freed, City Manger 

 Community Development Staff 

 The Southside Initiative 
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A stigma has been lingering over the South Park 

Community for decades, despite the basis for this stigma 

having long since past. While City Officials have come to 

the neighborhood to learn about interests and 

opportunities before, the community has yet to see the 

results of those past efforts.  

In the Fall of 2022, a new initiative was launched spurred 

by the announcement of a new housing project. This 

estimated $9.5 million investment will provide new housing 

options and serve as a catalyst for new development.  

The City partnered with Double Haul Solutions (DHS) to 

engage the community in a new grass roots revitalization 

effort. Following two days of engagement, seven clear 

themes emerged. These themes serve as the foundation to 

a series of recommendations designed to formalize a 

reinvestment framework designed to generate tangible 

and sustainable results.  

Moving forward with the recommendations herein will help 

spur community building in a strategically incremental 

fashion. Most important, the key recommendation of 

creating a Neighborhood Improvement Authority is about 

speaking to the priorities of this effort and retaining the 

community’s engagement throughout. There are 

individuals stepping up to see success in South Park with 

many others waiting to be tapped. City Officials just need 

to say “go.” 

Ultimately, the contents herein are about doing the work 

collaboratively that the neighborhood has been waiting 

decades for. Take advantage of this new momentum and 

build up your community with your community/city.   

WHAT IS COMMUNITY BUILDING? 

Community Building is about engaging 

and empowering a group of people 

within a defined area, such as a 

neighborhood, municipality, or region, to 

improve economic, social, and 

environmental well-being through 

collaborative stakeholder driven 

initiatives.  

The challenges faced by communities 

today such as affordable housing, climate 

resiliency,  and economic and social 

mobility are too complex to be handled 

through traditional top-down strategies. 

Community Building is about engaging 

individuals, organizations, and the 

communities within communities, in the 

identification, formulation, and 

implementation of community and 

economic development policies and 

initiatives. Community Building requires 

empathetic engagement, creative 

flexibility, and humility to generate 

strategies that are most likely to succeed 

and result in community buy-in and 

advocacy.  

True communities, social and physical, 

are built incrementally through the 

relationships developed during ongoing 

community building efforts.    
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ABOUT PORT HURON’S SOUTHSIDE NEIGHBORHOOD 

Port Huron’s Southside Community encompasses 2.33 miles spanning from the St. Clair River to the 

East, Marysville to the South, Port Huron Charter Township to the West, and the CN Rail Line to the 

North.  

Within the Southside 

Neighborhood is South Park, a 

distinct, historic district that was 

developed as a planned 

community in 1901 to serve as a 

factory town. The district includes 

traditional single family homes 

surrounding Lincoln Park, a linear 

park that extends along three 

residential blocks. While some of 

the historic homes were lost to 

vacancy and demolition, the South 

Park neighborhood remains 

largely intact. The northern fifty 

acres of South Park includes 

industrial zoned lands, which 

served as employment centers for 

the neighboring homes.  

Like many Rust Belt Legacy Cities, 

Port Huron experienced 

economic decline due to its 

overreliance on manufacturing as 

its primary industry. Many 

workers left for the neighboring 

Detroit metro area to access jobs 

in the automotive industry, 

exacerbating population and 
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economic loss in Port Huron. The Southside Neighborhood was affected substantially and the 

economic distress was tangible; the once-thriving neighborhood was plagued with blight and 

vacancy. As decades passed, and new investment was funneled into the City, Port Huron was the 

focus of revitalization and economic diversification efforts, but the Southside was largely excluded 

from the City’s recovery, and many of its challenges continue to this day. 

DEMOGRAPHICS TELL A STORY 

Understanding the demographics of a community is 

vital to sound policy making and planning. 

Demographics provide indicators of key trends, such 

as population growth, economic health, and housing, 

helping communities to better meet the needs of 

residents now and in the future. The demographic 

makeup contains valuable information that affects 

the types of resources, programming, and physical 

infrastructure required to meet the needs of 

residents and businesses.  

Population 

The Southside Neighborhood has a population of just 

under 8,000 residents. From 2000 to 2020, the 

Southside population decreased by 9.4%, outpacing 

the population loss of the City as a whole which 

occurred at a concurrent rate of 7.4%. The 

neighboring communities, Port Huron Charter 

Township and Marysville experienced growth during 

this same time, indicating potential evidence of an 

outward migration trend from the City.  

Age 

The median age in the Southside Community is 35.9, 

over 2 years younger than the median age in Port 

Huron (38.3), and nearly 4 years younger than the 

median age in the State of Michigan (39.8). Despite 

the Southside’s relatively younger population, the 

rise of the Baby Boomer Generation has resulted in 

an older population in the district than just 20 years 

ago when the median age was only 30.6 years old. 

The age of residents in the neighborhood presents 

both challenges and unique opportunities. There are 

a number of children who are dependent on financial 
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and social support from a parent 

or caretaker with over 25% of the 

population under the age of 18. 

This demographic is more likely to 

experience economic challenges 

as evidenced in the poverty status 

of family households, with those 

with children under the age of 18 

having a poverty rate of 34%, 

compared with the 23.3% poverty 

rate of family households in the 

general population.  

However, the Southside’s 

youthfulness provides distinct 

benefits for the neighborhood as 

well. Compared with the City and 

State of Michigan, the Southside 

has the highest labor force 

participation rate, with the 2020 

Census indicating 61.4% of 

residents 16 years and over 

participate in the labor force. In 

addition, the neighborhood’s 

youth are an asset to the 

community’s identity and culture, and help to cultivate social ties within the neighborhood. 

Given the Southside Neighborhood’s low median age, it is unsurprising that the Southside has the 

smallest portion of residents over the age of 65 (13.4%) when compared with the City of Port Huron 

as a whole (16.2%) and the State of Michigan (17.2%). As the population of this age cohort expands 

across all geographies, demand for senior services will become steeper; despite the Southside’s 

comparatively small senior population, the neighborhood needs to plan for this segment of the 

population as it continues to grow. 

LAND USE, EMPLOYMENT, AND THE ECONOMY 

The Southside Neighborhood includes a variety of different land uses but is largely residential and 

industrial. The neighborhood includes some land used for medical care, which predominantly consists 

of the Lake Huron Medical Center hospital campus that spans about two city blocks to the south of 

the railroad. Many corner lots are sporadically used for office or retail, but there are few contiguous 

office/retail within the neighborhood outside of the commercial corridor along Electric Avenue 

between Moak and Conner. This corridor includes an overabundance of surface parking and many 

vacant lots, detracting from the walkable nature of clustered retail.  
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Residential composes of more than half of the uses in the neighborhood and is predominantly single-

family. Many of the homes in Port Huron’s Southside are notable for their historic craftsman 

architecture and contribute to the overall character of the neighborhood. There are some multi-

family uses, which are generally clustered together between Cleveland and Moak. This area includes 

the Village Manor Townhomes, a 123-unit development that was constructed as a project-based 

Section 8 Housing Development under the Federal Department of Housing and Urban Development.  

The Northern and Central portions of the neighborhood include industrial land uses. Although Port 

Huron is known for its involvement in the paper milling industry, most of these facilities manufacture 

automotive components and plastics. These uses are active and serve as employment centers, but 

there are compatibility issues with the surrounding residential neighborhoods. Some of the industrial 

uses require loud equipment or access to freight by trucks that are directed through residential 

areas, impacting air quality and noise. 

Despite the incompatibility between some of the residential and industrial land uses, the jobs 

provided by these factories play an inextricable role in the Southside’s economy. Manufacturing is 

the leading industry for employment, with nearly 30% of the working population over the age of 16 

employed in manufacturing. However, while many manufacturing jobs are in the Southside, it is 

notable that the inflow/outflow analysis of the area indicates a spatial mismatch. 91.6% of Southside 

residents work outside of the neighborhood and 92.1% of those employed in the Southside live 

elsewhere.  

INCOMES AND HOUSING 

Incomes and housing are key economic indicators that can be used to help identify future needs and 

assess potential economic opportunities. 
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The median household income in the Southside Neighborhood was reported to be $43,547 in the 

2020 American Community Survey, a slightly larger income level than that of Port Huron overall 

($41,165). However, both Port Huron and its Southside median household income values are 

substantially lower than that of the State of Michigan ($59,234). The high poverty status in the 

Southside and Port Huron is an additional indicator of economic distress, with twice the proportion 

of families living in poverty in Port Huron than in the State of Michigan, and an even higher 

concentration in the Southside where more than one in five families are below the poverty level.  

The labor force participation rate is the number of residents over 16 years who work or are seeking 

work. This figure is higher in the Southside Neighborhood (62.3%) than in Port Huron (58.8%) or 

Michigan (60.5%). Although residents of the Southside Community are more inclined to seek work, it 

is notable that the Southside has the highest rate of unemployment of the geographies examined, 

with 6.4% of residents unemployed and seeking work. 

Data about housing can provide additional information about the strength of the local economy and 

community appeal, revealing many clues about the physical, historic, and social context of a 

community.  

The Southside has a high population of renters, with a majority of housing units in the neighborhood 

being renter-occupied (51.9%), a higher proportion of renters than in the City as a whole (43.7%). 

This number has increased overtime, indicating that opportunities for ownership are waning.  

The median value of an owner-occupied home in the Southside was reported to be $83,200 in the 

2020 American Community Survey, 14% less than the value in Port Huron ($96,900) and nearly half 

of the median home value in the State of Michigan ($162,600).  
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Double Haul Solutions (DHS) was brought into the 

Southside Port Huron Community to facilitate discussions 

centered around the historic South Park Community. The 

goal of these discussions was to gather input that could 

guide future community and economic development 

efforts throughout Port Huron’s southside. City leaders 

were interested in leveraging new private investment to 

catalyze additional reinvestment. It was felt that an 

independent third party would be necessary to gain 

unfettered access to the Southside Community’s input. 

Rightly so, City leaders wanted to create the conditions 

where future redevelopment initiatives would include 

collaboration between the City and community 

representatives direct from the southside’s residential and 

commercial neighborhoods.  

Following two public input sessions, that included over 200 

participants, DHS discovered skepticism existed about this 

initiative, which was similar to community engagement 

initiatives of over 20 years ago. Subsequently, DHS has 

developed a strong interest to support the City of Port 

Huron in resolving this challenge. For additional context,  

two documents were shared with DHS. These two 

documents stemmed from work that began in the late 

1990s. These documents, and a summary of their contents, 

include: 

 

The proposed development at 3550 

Electric Avenue is a multi-family 

development targeted at the area’s 

middle income population. With at least 

50 new two and three- bedroom condo 

units, this development will ultimately be 

the catalyst that spurs further growth, 

development and investment in the area.  

 

The term “affordable/attainable housing” 

often carries a stigma. However, the type 

and style of this development is aimed at 

being affordable and attainable by many, 

like small business owners, 

entrepreneurs, and recent graduates 

who are looking to own their own home. 

Providing the local workforce with 

stable, high quality housing has the 

opportunity to attract more 

opportunities to the Southside 

neighborhood. 
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1) Public Forums / Visioning Sessions Results (1999) 

 - Approximately 85 participants over four sessions 

 - Discussion Focus 

• Positives and Negative Characteristics of the Southside 

• Future Land Use Issues 
 

 - Common Themes 

• Safe and Affordable Housing 

• Adequate and Effective Educational Institutions 

• Accessible and Affordable Health Care 

• Economic Vitality and Livable Jobs 

• Adequate and Accessible Recreational Facilities 
 

2) Southside Strategic Land Use Plan 2000 - 2005 

 - Goals and Implementation Methods 

• Encourage appropriate mixed land use and development to enhance existing 

neighborhoods and promote positive growth and redevelopment. 

• Regulate growth and development to minimize negative impacts on existing 

neighborhoods, districts, public facilities and natural resources. 

• Promote single-family housing opportunities within existing neighborhoods and the 

creation of new neighborhoods as it becomes feasible.  

• Promote preservation of existing neighborhoods through redevelopment principles as 

feasible.  

• Minimize blighting influences by controlling vacant land and abandoned buildings.  

• Promote commercial development along designated corridors.  

• Improve existing public parks and open green spaces for recreational use and to 

improve public access to the waterfront.  

• To promote the development of water front property that allows public access, is 

compatible with neighboring land uses and with the overall enhancement of the 

community.  

• Revise ordinance requirements regarding development standards. 
 

The goal of this work of this most recent work is not only to convey the findings from DHS’ 

community engagement sessions with Port Huron’s Southside Community, but  also to present 

recommendations for actionable steps that can move this community forward in collaboration with 

the City. Yet, beyond goals, DHS’ purpose is to help the City see what we see and get you excited 

about opportunities for renewed relationships and forward momentum.   
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DHS was looking to gather information on the 

core needs and desires of the Southside 

Community. Rather than formally interviewing 

residents, which the DHS Team felt would not 

garner the level of interaction and connection to 

the discussion as required, it was decided that 

several data gathering methods would be 

deployed across two casual, engaging, and fun 

settings. This design created an environment of 

immersive interaction with not only the DHS 

Team, but also other participants. It was clear 

many participants knew each other, but new 

connections were forged as well.  

City Limits Tavern, a popular Southside 

gathering place, graciously hosted the first event 

on Friday, October 14 in the evening. The indoor 

space was set up with four primary engagement 

exercises as outlined below. This two hour 

“happy hour” event drew approximately 50 to 60 

people from the Southside Community. The DHS 

team met and conversed with dozens of 

residents who openly discussed their concerns 

and feelings regarding the historic lack of 

investment in their community.  

The second event was Saturday, October 15 at 

Knox Field, a beloved community park. Despite 

the frigid temperatures, residents showed up to 

support the effort and provided critical feedback. 

Jamaican Jerk, a neighborhood favorite 

restaurant, provided delicious warm meals and 

the Port Huron YMCA brought outdoor games. 

WRITING PROMPTS 

Open ended questions asked participants what hopes 

they have, what inspires them, what concerns they 

held, and what other questions, comments, and/or 

concerns they have.   

KING OR QUEEN FOR THE DAY 

Everyone at some point in their lives has pretended 

to be a king, queen, princess, or prince (maybe even 

the court jester). The imagination runs rampant when 

no one can tell you “no.” This exercise worked to tap 

into the pent up imaginations of the Southside’s 

residents.  
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Children’s author Solomon David Johnson had 

engagement activities for the children in attendance. 

The same four engagement exercises were utilized 

again. Over 150 people were estimated to have 

participated in the days’ events.  

For those who could not make the events, or wanted to 

add additional thoughts, an online form was provided to 

ensure everyone who wanted to participate could.  

Instead of asking, “What does everyone want?,” hands-

on activities were used to stimulate real conversations 

about the possibilities for the Southside 

Community.  The engaging nature of these activities 

supported participation by people from all age ranges 

and backgrounds. The days’ events were intentionally 

designed to have zero barriers to entrance. Activities 

included: 

• Writing Prompts  

• King or Queen for the Day  

• A Budget Exercise  

• A Map Exercise 

Responses to the budget exercise and writing prompts 

were gathered. Certain words and phrases were 

repeated frequently. Distinctive patterns emerged and 

have been articulated in the following themes: 

• The Southside Community is an Inspired & 

Engaged Community 

• Lack of Faith & Understanding in Local 

Government Institutions  

• An Ode to the Past Through Neighborhood 

Design & Character  

• Improved Public Safety and Blight Mitigation 

through Investment & Collaboration  

• Community Food Access  

• Neighborhood Based Businesses 

• Improved Quality of Life & Economic Mobility 

through Recreation & Life Skills Programing 

A GIANT MAP 

A large map of the Southside community was 

available for participants to illustrate what 

they’d like to see and where they’d like to see 

it via drawings and notes. DHS had bigger 

plans for this map but the wind had other 

ideas. 

MORE THAN PRIORITIES — BUDGETING 

It is easy to say something is a priority. 

However, when we attach money to making 

priority decisions, these decisions can be 

harder to make than when doing a dot 

exercises. We are a consumer based society 

and cash is king. DHS provided  participants 

$1,000 to invest in their community. 12 

options were provided. This exercise helped 

illustrate the realities of what could be 

expected while also allowing participants to 

tell us what is needed. 
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OVER 250 COMMENTS WERE REVIEWED...  

SEVEN THEMES EMERGED... 
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Why the stigma? An honest question asked by the 

people of the vibrant and diverse Southside 

Community. This is a proud and resilient community 

ready, honestly ready for years, to come together 

and support a community building initiative unlike 

anything seen in Port Huron’s recent past.  

There is hope here and an underlying motivation to 

build a community that will bring their loved ones 

home and support their families for generations. 

This community has room for others too, especially 

those willing to be a part this new initiative - 

embracing the community’s pride.  

The potential for improved quality of life and 

economic opportunity throughout the Southside 

Community is immeasurable and the community 

knows it, they just don’t understand what has taken 

the City so long to move on it. This community is 

ready to engage, as a partner with the City, to bring 

forth a revitalization effort that compliments and 

bolsters the city, but does not overshadow what 

makes this neighborhood special.  

The Southside Community has many questions. 

They are inspired by their neighbors and see an 

opportunity for people to step up. However, what 

cannot be ignored is many in this neighborhood are 

not equipped with the same resources as others in 

the broader Port Huron community. Where some 

may lack economic resources and time, there is an 

energy ready to be tapped and embraced.  

Residents felt a spark of momentum — a feeling they 

had felt in the past… 

MANY GROUPS, MANY VOICES, MANY 

OPPORTUNITIES TO BUILD COMMUNITY 

THE SOUTHSIDE INITIATIVE 

Headed by seven board members from the 

community, the Southside Initiative aims to bring 

attention to Southside economic development by 

promoting community events and discussion around 

housing and small businesses. This group has helped 

promote conversations surrounding the new housing 

development at the River District site and what is 

next for the Southside community. 

PORT HURON BRANCH -  NAACP 

Their Mission is to achieve equity, political rights, and 

social inclusion by advancing policies and practices 

that expand human and civil rights, eliminate 

discrimination, and accelerate the well-being, 

education, and economic security of Black people 

and all persons of color. Visit https://naacp.org/. 

SEED & SOUL SOCIETY 

With a mission to “address food insecurity in Port 

Huron,” Seed & Soul Society maintains a sprawling 

community garden in the heart of the Southside 

Community. Maintained by dedicated volunteers, 

this garden serves as an educational resource, 

gathering place, and food pantry for any and all to 

partake.  

The Seed & Soul Society was founded in 2021, with 

the first garden located in Goodell County Park. With 

the help of the Southside Initiative, they secured a 

lease of a vacant property at the corner of North 

Boulevard and Electric Avenue, and the group moved 

their garden into the Southside Community. They 

have added a sensory garden and a path for 

wheelchair accessibility. Recently, they secured a 

grant from the international cosmetics company, 

Lush Cosmetics, which will help fund the gardens 

operations! 

https://naacp.org/
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ST. CLAIR COUNTY ORGANIZING FOR REGIONAL 

EQUITY (SCCORE) 

St. Clair County Organizing for Regional Equity 

(SCCORE)  is a solution focused organization consisting of 

faith-based, civic, and private individuals within its 

community that reach  across lines of race, class and 

religion with a mission to create a more just, equal and 

equitable community through awareness, advocacy, 

education, and through under-girding and mobilizing 

action  groups, programs, and projects to bring about 

positive change within the Port Huron and St Clair County 

Region. https://www.sccorequity.com/about  

BLACK LIVES MATTER PORT HURON (BLM) 

BLM Port Huron fights for Black liberation, using mass 

media and educational programming to foster an ever-

evolving ecosystem based upon the equitable 

representation and centering of all Black identities. http://

www.blmporthuron.org/  

 

SONS OUTREACH 
 

Save Our Neighborhoods & Streets, or SONS Outreach, has been a vital part of the Port Huron & St. Clair County 

communities for 30 years. SONS is a place for the area youth to gather, learn, grow and receive mentorship. SONS aims to 

provide multiple opportunities for relational and/or recreational activities to identify and develop leadership skills and 

provide mentorship opportunities. While their outreach includes youth throughout the community, SONS serves a large 

number of families in the Southside neighborhood. 

UNITY FOR YOUTH 

Youth Ministry has a deep abiding faith in the power of 

unity. The Unity for Youth campaign was launched in 2013. 

By tearing down walls of separation (denominations, race, 

age, gender, political affiliation, economic status, etc.) we 

can unify our diverse opinions into innovative solutions 

that restore and enhance the spiritual, social, and 

economic systems of every local, state and national 

community in the world. Youth and young adults are 

closely studying the responses of adults to the pressing 

issues of today. The lessons students learn today will 

inspire the solutions they implement tomorrow.  

Our youth are present-day leaders in training helping to 

develop the world of tomorrow. It is the job of adults to 

cultivate and nurture young people into intelligent, well-

developed grown-ups. While the RC3 Youth Ministry has 

taken the initial steps in stirring up the collaborative spirit 

of the Port Huron Area community through this campaign, 

we understand it will take the participation of a variety of 

leaders to create a community conducive to youth 

development.  

THE COSMOPOLITAN CLUB - THE PAST INSPIRES 
 

The Cosmopolitan Club was one of many 

organizations active in Port Huron and 

throughout the South Park Community. 

The Cosmopolitan Club was started in 

the mid 1930s. By the 1980s it was no 

longer active, but left a social impact on 

the community. Charter members 

included: De. John R. Ware, Dr. Henry R. 

Washington, Elegar Harvey, Archie 

Wayner, J.C. Reed, Robert Knox, Dick 

Richardson, Omar G. Thomason, John 

Jackson Sr., and Arthur Spigner. The 

annual dances were often THE social 

event of the season. Another side of the group that was rarely publicized was their private acts of 

helping those in need throughout the community.  

https://www.sccorequity.com/about
http://www.blmporthuron.org/
http://www.blmporthuron.org/
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The Southside Community is a dissatisfied community - 

dissatisfied with a city that has a history of turning its 

back on the southside, sending needed resources and 

investments to other parts of the City. A long and 

distrustful history in this part of Port Huron has deep 

roots. Much of this distrust seems to be rooted in the 

actions and inactions of long past community decision 

makers and elected leaders. The stigma of being on the 

other side of the tracks is both felt and observed as you 

drive through the southside community and talk with its 

residents.  

This lack of trust has been earned over many years. In 

parts of this neighborhood, this history is so tightly held 

that it complicates the ability to see opportunities for 

improvement, let alone for collaboration with the city. 

While history cannot be ignored, it must also be 

overcome in order to sow, nourish, and grow the seeds 

of opportunity. Conscious and deliberate efforts to 

move forward are not only needed by the city, but by 

the residents and numerous community groups as well.  

It appears to the DHS Team that there is an open 

invitation from the community to prove its skepticism 

about the City wrong.  

There were visioning and planning processes in the 

past. The outcomes of these efforts are unknown to the 

community. There is an awareness of the ever 

encroaching industrial areas to the north further into 

the community. This movement causes 

consternation.  It is hard for this community to ignore 

the public and private investment taking place north of 

the tracks, particularly downtown. Although this 

“BEEN HERE DONE THAT” 

The DHS Team heard from many residents 

that the community building events held 

October 14th and 15th were all too familiar. 

Residents had been a part of discussions 

over 20 years ago. Interestingly, much of 

what DHS heard, was also spoken to back 

then as well. Many residents articulated 

their perception that nothing was done 

following the 2000 Plan. They also 

wondered out loud if the 2022 Southside 

Reinvestment Initiative would be any 

different... 
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investment is likely due to the resurgence in investment interest 

in central business districts across the country that exploded in 

the 21st century, the perception is when interest in the City was 

high, the Southside Community was ignored and investors were 

sent to other parts of the city. 

Besides the perceived lack of financial investment, this 

community feels there has not been a meaningful investment of 

relational resources either. In other words, there is a strong 

sense that the City of Port Huron does not care to listen to or to 

represent the Southside Community’s interests. There are some 

who think the city is being deceptive about its community 

development initiatives and preventing the neighborhood from 

making their dreams a reality. These feelings are deeply held in 

small but deeply rooted corners of the neighborhood.  

Unfortunately, as positive as it is, the new development on the 

site of the tragically lost River District Market is a source of 

contention. The now lack of a local market is a complicated and 

market driven challenge the city has little control over. Yet, 

understanding the sources of distrust are important. It is clear 

that there are deep, historic, and emotional reasons for the 

distrust of the City.  

City officials must recognize and accept that these feelings exist 

for a path to be forged leading to understanding and before the 

community can move past this feeling of being left behind - left 

to being the other side of the tracks. Conversely, the Southside 

Community must be ready to walk this path with city officials.  

It may be felt that the reasons for distrust and lack of inclusion 

may be largely perceived. However, perception is reality here. 

The opportunity is there to turn this perception around, but city 

leadership will need to be strategic and consistent in its efforts.  

A WORD OF CAUTION ABOUT 

HISTORY 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

History is an import part of 

community building. History 

provides context, it provides 

important lessons, and it can also be 

a source for hope and inspiration. 

However, history can also become a 

powerful obstacle to community 

building.   

“The attitude that causes someone to 

live in the past, whether it is holding on 

to the idea of some glorified utopia, or 

holding on to some injustice that must 

be righted before anyone can move 

ahead, is intended to keep everyone 

looking in the wrong direction. That 

type of thinking is a distraction from 

the project, initiative or investment  

that will help build your community’s 

future. There is an anonymous quote 

that reads, “Forget the past. No one 

becomes successful in the past.” It is a 

valuable quote to hold on to. If you 

want to kill your community, live in the 

past, and you and your community are 

sure to become part of the past; a 

distant, nostalgic, forgotten, memory 

in the dustbin of history.” 

 - Doug Griffiths 

13 Ways to Kill  Your Community  

Page  92 
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The Southside Community has a powerful vision 

for their neighborhood. A vision that not only 

embraces the community’s diverse history but 

includes opportunities for new residents. 

Gentrification is a term that is known and causes 

concern. Port Huron’s southside presents an 

opportunity to coin a new development term —

one that embraces redevelopment, yet protects 

existing quality housing stock and the Southside 

Neighborhood’s ability to be home to all. A truly 

inclusive revitalization effort should be 

embraced that provides for a mix of single family 

and multi-family housing, bolstered by 

neighborhood-centric commercial hubs.  

A revitalized Southside Port Huron would 

provide housing options for all residents 

regardless of age, race, or economic status. The 

community’s homeless and veterans would find a 

place that supports their unique needs and 

struggles.  Moreover, meeting the needs of the 

aforementioned populations would go beyond 

immediate needs, but bolster the abilities of 

these individuals to find healthy and productive 

places within the community.  

Housing affordability is a top concern, but 

opportunities abound to address these concerns 

with the right mix of stakeholders and 

partnerships. Additionally, the State of Michigan 

finds itself with access to new affordable housing 

tools following the close of the 2022 legislative 

session.  

 

RETAINING CHARACTER THROUGH REHAB 

Built as a factory town in the early 1900s to 

accommodate the employees of a bustling 

industrial sector, South Park has walkable 

craftsman style and character. The bones are there. 

Housing rehab initiatives by private homeowners, 

or with the support of the City of Port Huron’s 

various housing programs, could be used to 

revitalize the neighborhood without losing the 

historic neighborhood character.  

Gentrification is a 

very real concern 

here. More 

rehabilitation 

projects like this 

house on Connor 

Street could help 

alleviate 

community  

concerns, 

particularly when 

paired with the 

opportunities 

outlined in the 

recommendations.  
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Property around the Shiloh Baptist Church, as well as numerous other potential redevelopment sites, 

create major opportunities to meet housing needs. Genuine neighborhoods that draw loved ones 

home and create walkable spaces for social connections is what current residents seek and is what 

many believe will attract new residents to this community. Working with the city’s housing programs, 

homeownership could be bolstered through existing and future programs. Collaboration with the 

city’s talented and passionate community development staff will be essential.  

Through extensive engagement efforts and community buy-in today, tomorrow’s residents will share 

a strong pride. Volunteers and neighbors will support the community property maintenance where 

assistance is needed. Neighborhood beautification will be a team effort. Those who tour of the 

neighborhood will be greeted by a mix of new housing, rehabilitated single family homes, multi-family 

buildings with affordable options, as well as historic character and resemble the unique 

neighborhoods of the past. While out on a walk, residents could stop to learn about the people and 

leaders who came before them and see the examples of the work of a new generation of leaders – 

leaders who helped revive this neighborhood.  

The neighborhood will be served by local businesses, owned by members of the community, or those 

who embrace the community as their own.  These businesses will become beloved institutions that 

employ the community and train/inspire future entrepreneurs.  

THE SOUTHSIDE’S HOUSING STABILITY IS AT RISK 

As illustrated below, intervention is necessary to stabilize the Southside Community. The charts below 

demonstrate a decreasing and transitional population as well as increase in housing vacancies. Without strategic 

intervention, this decline may grow more difficult to reverse over time, especially without public collaboration or 

outright subsidy. Strategic public intervention now, could help bolster market driven solutions later.  
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Residents want to be able to safely travel throughout the Southside Neighborhood as a pedestrian, 

biker, and when necessary, a driver. Sidewalk gaps should be connected, new linkages created, and 

public transportation expanded. There will be opportunities to rethink roadway design to improve 

safety by slowing traffic, particularly along the busy Electric Avenue, Military Avenue, and 24th 

Street. The slowing of traffic could also facilitate conditions that would support more neighborhood-

centric businesses.  

In addition to the pure transportation improvements outlined above, in general, more people on the 

streets walking and biking, supplemented by improved street lighting, often leads to crime 

deterrence. The Port Huron Police Department has fantastic people with growing relationships 

throughout Southside Community and more broadly across the Port Huron Community. The 

department is about far more than just enforcement and deterrence. Port Huron’s officers could play 

a key role in community building. Officer presence helps keep neighborhoods safe and the 

Southside’s parks welcoming by deterring drug use and other illicit activity. Yet presence is about so 

much more, it is about relationship building, getting to know the residents of South Park, and building 

trust and understanding regarding the tough jobs they have. Through trust, the community will feel 

safe in sharing their concerns not just about immediate public safety concerns, but broader concerns 

regarding policing. Officers could use this time to help inspire a new generation of public servants.  

Neighborhood blight is a very real issue in parts of South Park. However, the answers to these 

challenges can be found, in part, in the neighborhood. There is a significant opportunity to do more to 

engage and educate the community about the strategies and processes used to enforce the city’s 

zoning and rental codes. It is clear that many do not know how to access the housing programs 

available through the city’s community development department, although it is also known that the 

city makes extensive efforts to promote these programs. The opportunity for community 

collaboration to address blight is there, but all parties need to come to the table ready to listen and 

productively develop strategies that balance enforcement and the rolled up sleeves of neighborhood 

volunteers and advocates.  

The Southside Community will be safe for all who choose to live, work, play, and/or invest. 

Partnerships will be important to resolving the concerns and seizing the opportunity to address blight 

and to continue efforts to improve personal and property safety.     
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A shopping center with a market that caters to the diverse 

customer adds high value to a community and serves as an 

anchor for continued retail investment due to the ongoing 

traffic it drives to its center.  

The loss of the River District Market was a blow to the 

community resulting in a loss of an important 

neighborhood gathering place. Ask South Park residents 

about this market and you will hear an emotional 

connection to this market. It was no mere store. This 

connection was not only due to the access to everyday 

food items, but also culturally important specialty food 

items not carried by big box grocers or convenience stores.  

For higher income areas of the City, such a loss would 

cause little more than a ripple. However, in a community 

with limited transportation options and various socio-

economic and family complexities, the reduced access to 

affordable and healthy food options is just one more 

challenge to overcome.  

Restoring such a commercial use could be a catalyst for the 

return of additional retail. The market realities of food 

based businesses would be a challenge but not 

insurmountable with a solution rightsized for the 

neighborhood. A community member, or members, who 

truly understand this neighborhood and who can connect 

on a relational level, would seem to have a chance at 

success. This neighborhood is definitely open to being a 

part of a conversation.   

A new market with complimentary and niche commercial 

spaces could be a catalyst for the return of a strong 

neighborhood service district.   

FINDING NEIGHBORHOOD BASED 
SOLUTIONS 

 

Nestled in a quiet Grand Rapids 

neighborhood, the South East Market at 

1220 Kalamazoo Ave  is not only a local 

neighborhood market, but also a place for 

the community to learn about nutrition, 

sustainability, and social justice. Shoppers 

buy food sourced from local farmers, 

especially women and people of color.  

 

“We birthed this vision with sustainability 

and equity as core to our mission,” store 

owner Khara Dewit said in a press release. 

“We are just one small player in a 

collective vision for a sovereign and 

resilient local food system for West 

Michigan.”  

 

Locally-owned, locally-sourced markets 

are in high demand in the Southside 

Community. Residents want to be able to 

walk to their local neighborhood store, 

buy fresh food from local farmers, and 

support the local economy.  

Source: https://www.mlive.com/news/grand-

rapids/2022/10/grand-rapids-neighborhood-

market-named-sustainable-business-of-the-

year.html 

https://www.mlive.com/news/grand-rapids/2022/10/grand-rapids-neighborhood-market-named-sustainable-business-of-the-year.html
https://www.mlive.com/news/grand-rapids/2022/10/grand-rapids-neighborhood-market-named-sustainable-business-of-the-year.html
https://www.mlive.com/news/grand-rapids/2022/10/grand-rapids-neighborhood-market-named-sustainable-business-of-the-year.html
https://www.mlive.com/news/grand-rapids/2022/10/grand-rapids-neighborhood-market-named-sustainable-business-of-the-year.html
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Yes, there are businesses in South Park,  

and quite a few employers, particularly 

in its industrial hubs. Yet, there was a 

time when the South Park 

Neighborhood contained development 

similar to a traditional central business 

district. Local Historian Bob Davis 

showcases some of the more 

traditional, zero lot line, development 

patterns found in South Park in the 

early 1900’s in Episode 105 of his 

YouTube series.  

Although these development patterns 

predated many of those in attendance over DHS’ Community Builders Weekend, it was clear that 

these types of neighborhood commercial hubs are once again sought after. There is a general feeling 

that the current mix of businesses do not serve the service, retail, or entertainment desires of the 

community. A vast majority of the community’s needs cannot be met without a car, or public transit.   

Oftentimes community visioning projects result in hearing the nostalgic desires of past lives and 

places. However, where the Southside Community differs is elements of what is desired remains in 

the underlying history of the community. This is not a desire to build a ground up fake downtown in 

the middle of a greenfield site or as part of retrofitting suburbia. Rather, the South Park Community 

desires a return to a past that actually existed within its boundaries.  

Business development efforts in this community should largely focus on those entrepreneurs 

currently within the community or those looking to be a part of a mission driven revitalization effort. 

The Southside Community will work to create an environment that supports business development 

through patronage and investment, but these businesses would also work to create an environment 

that hires, trains, and fosters new generations of entrepreneurs and business operators. Local, 

regional, and national businesses could find opportunity in South Park, but only those who truly 

embrace the community will find sustained success. Businesses who seek to promote economic 

mobility will not only find a home, but may find the public collaboration to support their success.   
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The South Park Community has grievances when it comes to recreation. The James R. Leonard 
Center, “was built in 1982 and was a place where many local kids went to play sports, summer school, 
tutoring, home economics (learning to cook, balance a checkbook, etc.), boxing training, summer jobs, 
and just a safe place to hang out” (Source). DHS’ understanding is that once money ran out to 
sustainably operate the center, the local school district assumed responsibility for the facility. This 
acquisition not only led to reduced access to this facility by the community, but also access to a 
memorial wall that showcases another chapter of community history. Local organizations like the 
Athletic Factory and SONS Outreach have continued to work to build out community based 
recreational services. In fact, SONS Outreach has recently purchased the Harrison Center for 
expanded programming. Despite these gains in recreational programming, the demand remains high 
with interest in programming and training that builds on necessary life skills, bolstering employability 
and quality of life. It should be noted that the interest in recreation and programming/training is not 
just focused on youth, but adults as well.  

These quality of life services in demand by the Southside Community may be available in other 
nearby parts of the city, but again, it is perceived that this community was forgotten when 
considering the placement of such services and amenities. However, through community 
conversation and collaboration with the city and other partners, improvements are being made. A 
recent example is the return of the senior meals program and an investment into modernizing 
kitchen equipment at the Reinvestment Center located on 24th Street. The Southside Community 
has the ability to make positive change happen by working collaboratively. This is just one example of 
what is possible.  

Opportunities exist to bolster parks in Port Huron’s Southside Community. Of particular interest is 
seeing the addition of utilities, such as electricity, brought to Knox Field to accommodate more 
events focused on bringing the community together. This community yearns to gather; expanded 
usability and programming at Knox Field would be welcomed. DHS was also told about the past 
renaming of what is now Lincoln Park. Revisiting this name change and seeking a name that fully 
embraces the history of the neighborhood, could be an easy win for the city and set the tone that 
things are changing and changing in a positive direction.  

Outside of community based recreation facilities and programing, there is a desire to see more things 
to do in South Park. Particular emphasis was placed on the community’s youth. Through community 
revitalization efforts, there is an opportunity to engage the community further to discover the types 
of activities that would be welcomed and could provide positive outlets for socialization.  

https://www.stclairfoundation.org/18000-grant-for-leonard-center-re-opening/
https://www.thetimesherald.com/story/news/2022/11/22/port-huron-school-board-approves-sale-of-harrison-center/69670823007/
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• Community Beautification 

• Major Fast Food Chain 

• State of the Art - Youth Outreach Community 

Center on SONS Property: Amphitheatre, 

Commercial Kitchen, Play Structure w/Splash 

Zone and More.  

• Park Improvements: Water and Electric Hook 

Up 

• Mentoring 

• Misc. Other: Not Noted 

• Develop Land Where Church Burnt 

• Single Family Homes 

• Community Center/SONS 

• Moak Improvements by Zion 

• Public Transit 

 

• Veterans and Homeless 

• Drug Store Pharmacy 

• Bakery 

• New City Council 

• Dog Park 

• Amusement/Entertainment 

• Eatery/Restaurants 

• High Tech Education Center 

• Laundry Mat 

• Life Classes for Kids 

• Metal Health Facilities 

• Support Local Non-Profits 

• Ownership: Money & Business 

• More Stop Lights 

• Keep Parks Cleaner 

“Other” INVESTMENT PRIORITIES 
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The revitalization of Port Huron’s Southside 

Community is not only an imperative, but also a great 

opportunity for the city as a whole. However, before 

these economic initiatives can begin in earnest, city hall 

needs to work to rebuild and bolster its relationship 

with the South Park Neighborhood. As discussed 

previously, there is a lot of history between the city and 

this community’s residents. Skepticism has been rooted 

in many individuals for years, which has not aged well. 

There are significant opportunities for the city to build 

stronger bridges with the neighborhood and its people, 

however, it cannot go unsaid, the neighborhood has to 

be an active participant. The DHS Team recommends 

the following action items: 

Resident Advocate Role 

During DHS’ November 16th neighborhood update 

visit, we heard stories from residents about their 

experiences with landlords. What became clear is that 

there are many residents in Port Huron’s southside who 

don’t know how to maneuver such challenges. For 

example, the rights of renters whose landlord retaliates 

against complaints over living conditions or issues that 

violate the city’s rental codes. DHS has recently learned 

about city efforts to bring the city’s renters new 

resources to help them through issues such as 

retaliation. These efforts by city officials will be 

welcomed. There is also the housing rehabilitation abd 

downtown payment assistance funding available 

through the city’s community development office, but 

many don’t seem to know how to access those 

programs in spite of all of the city’s outreach efforts.  

CITIZENS ACADEMY 

Several communities in Michigan offer the 
opportunity for their residents to become 
familiar with city government operations 
through a Citizens Academy. Residents meet 
once a week in the evening for a few hours, 
usually for 8-10 weeks, to learn about the inner 
workings of City Hall, Police, Fire, Public Works, 
the Library, Recreation, and more.  
 
This is a tremendous outreach opportunity for 
leaders in these departments to interact on a 
more personal level with the residents of the 
community they serve. In turn, the residents 
receive an eye-opening and informative 
educational experience about the functions of 
city departments. Oftentimes future community 
leaders and volunteers emerge from this 
opportunity.  
 
The opportunity to attend is offered at no cost to 
residents.  
 
Lansing: Citizens Academy | Lansing, MI - Official 
Website (lansingmi.gov) 
Midland: Citizens Academy - Your Government 

in Action | Midland, MI - Official Website 

(cityofmidlandmi.gov)  

https://www.lansingmi.gov/904/Citizens-Academy
https://www.lansingmi.gov/904/Citizens-Academy
https://cityofmidlandmi.gov/934/Citizens-Academy
https://cityofmidlandmi.gov/934/Citizens-Academy
https://cityofmidlandmi.gov/934/Citizens-Academy
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Our observation is that there is a lot of information and resources for residents to sift through to find 

answers and solutions to common questions/grievances. The city could consider the creation of a 

resident advocate role/office. This role/office would provide a singular point of contact for the needs 

of the city’s residents, not just in South Park. This role/office would be no mere secretary collecting 

and redirecting calls to the appropriate department. Rather, this role/office would work cases as 

needed from the point of inquiry to resolution.  

Even the most user friendly local governments can prove challenging to navigate. The role of the 

Resident Advocate would have the relationships and access to decision makers. They would know 

where to go outside of the city for resources and support when needed. There may even be an 

opportunity to collaborate with nonprofit funders to make this position a reality. However, to be 

effective, it will be important for this position to work in and have unfettered access to city hall. They 

would be a valued member of the city’s management team serving as an ombudsman to the 

community.  

Citizens Academy 

For a community like Port Huron, a citizens academy could provide significant benefit. Graduates of 

the academy could prove to be new advocates, liaisons, and partners in the identification and 

implementation of community and citywide solutions. Government is not the solution to all 

challenges. However, through a citizens academy, the city could work to equip its residents and 

businesses with the tools it needs to address challenges, develop solutions, and move forward in 

collaboration with the city.  

Build the Leadership Bench 

Expanding on the above recommendation, there are amazing people in Port Huron’s South Park 

Community. Oftentimes local governments struggle to find open-minded and engaged volunteers to 

support the city’s various boards, commissions, and other volunteer activities. For some populations 

and individuals, there may be various barriers to entry that they are not always comfortable 

communicating. Based on what DHS heard from some participants, the lack of trust and 

understanding in local government institutions may be one such barrier.  

Should the city move forward with the creation and implementation of a citizens academy, consider 

using the academy to not only educate community members, but to invite and welcome their 

participation on a board or commission. Sometimes, people need to be asked, and asked more than 

once.  
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To facilitate a collaborative and cooperative economic reinvestment environment, the City of Port 

Huron should create a new entity that not only has resources, but has the local and state statutory 

authority to oversee this monumental effort.  A Neighborhood Improvement Authority (NIA), 

especially if legislative tweaks are possible, would provide an effective structure for such a task. The 

NIA will not supplant the important work of other area groups, but it will serve as the singular entity 

responsible for forging and implementing a new stakeholder driven economic development strategy. 

The semantics of Neighborhood Improvement Authority should not be ignored. The word 

neighborhood should remain as the central theme and messaging surrounding this reinvestment 

effort. This community is skeptical. Focusing on neighborhood revitalization, in words and actions, will 

go a long way to supporting the creation of an environment of shared success and trust.   

The NIA will operate under a Development and Tax Increment Finance Plan that is built on the 

findings of this report and additional community input designed to refine and focus efforts into 

achievable action items. These action items will be about creating an environment that can foster a 

path towards a singular vision for the community. The NIA will be responsible for working with the 

community to finalize one such vision.  

For success to be possible, a singular vision, that provides 

the call to action for community groups to be a part of, will 

be established. It will be a vision that clearly articulates 

where the Southside Community is working to go and will 

be the primary partner for those interested in big picture 

community building and revitalization.  

An NIA & Legislative  Tweaks 

Especially with a couple legislative tweaks, an NIA could 

be the perfect revitalization tool for South Park. Existing 

statutes do not quite fit all of what the Southside 

Community would like to delve into. Here, we are trying to 

not only support the residential neighborhood, but create 

an environment that bolsters economic opportunity 

through entrepreneurial and grass roots commercial 

development. By assembling the economic tools found in 
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related legislation, the community, and its revitalization efforts would be well served. Moreover, 

taking the lead on such legislative changes, and being successful, would provide benefit to other 

communities across the State of Michigan like South Park.  

Under Act 57 of 2018, the Recodified Tax Increment Financing Act, an NIA currently may:  

(a) Prepare an analysis of economic changes taking place in the development area.  

(b) Study and analyze the impact of metropolitan growth upon the development area.  

(c) Plan and propose the construction, renovation, repair, remodeling, rehabilitation, restoration, 

preservation, or reconstruction of a public facility, an existing building, or a multiple-family 

dwelling unit which may be necessary or appropriate to the execution of a plan which, in the 

opinion of the board, aids in the residential growth and economic growth of the development 

area.  

(d) Plan, propose, and implement an improvement to a public facility within the development area to 

comply with the barrier free design requirements of the state construction code promulgated 

under the Stille-DeRossett-Hale single state construction code act, 1972 PA 230, MCL 125.1501 

to 125.1531.  

(e) Develop long-range plans, in cooperation with the agency that is chiefly responsible for planning 

in the municipality, designed to halt the deterioration of property values in the development area 

and to promote the residential growth and economic growth of the development area, and take 

steps as may be necessary to persuade property owners to implement the plans to the fullest 

extent possible.  

(f) Implement any plan of development, including housing for low-income individuals, in the 

development area necessary to achieve the purposes of this part in accordance with the powers 

of the authority granted by this part.  

(g) Make and enter into contracts necessary or incidental to the exercise of its powers and the 

performance of its duties.  

(h) Acquire by purchase or otherwise, on terms and conditions and in a manner the authority 

considers proper or own, convey, or otherwise dispose of, or lease as lessor or lessee, land and 

other property, real or personal, or rights or interests in the property, that the authority 

determines is reasonably necessary to achieve the purposes of this part, and to grant or acquire 

licenses, easements, and options.  

(i) Improve land and construct, reconstruct, rehabilitate, restore and preserve, equip, clear, improve, 

maintain, repair, and operate any public facility, building, including multiple-family dwellings, and 

any necessary or desirable appurtenances to those buildings, within the development area for the 

use, in whole or in part, of any public or private person or corporation, or a combination thereof.  

(j) Fix, charge, and collect fees, rents, and charges for the use of any facility, building, or property 

under its control or any part of the facility, building, or property, and pledge the fees, rents, and 

charges for the payment of revenue bonds issued by the authority.  
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(k) Lease, in whole or in part, any facility, building, or property under its control.  

(l) Accept grants and donations of property, labor, or other things of value from a public or private 

source.  

(m) Acquire and construct public facilities.  

Through lobbying efforts, in collaboration with City Administration and the Michigan Municipal 

League (MML), the community would work to have the following additional powers, which are 

currently allowed by similar legislative acts, added to the NIA, with modifications from existing 

language in italics or stricken: 

• Conduct market research and public relations campaigns, develop, coordinate, and conduct retail 

and institutional promotions, and sponsor special events and related activities.  

• Create, operate, and fund retail business incubators in the neighborhood district.  

• If it is the express determination of the board to create, operate, or fund a retail business 

incubator in the neighborhood district, the board shall give preference to tenants who will provide 

goods or services that are not available or that are underserved in the neighborhood area. If the 

board creates, operates, or funds retail business incubators in the neighborhood district, the board 

and each tenant who leases space in a retail business incubator shall enter into a written contract 

that includes, but is not limited to, all of the following:  

(a) The lease or rental rate that may be below the fair market rate as determined by the 

board.  

(b) The requirement that a tenant may lease space in the retail business incubator for a 

period not to exceed 18 months.  

(c) The terms of a joint operating plan with 1 or more other businesses located in the 

downtown district.  

(d) A copy of the business plan of the tenant that contains measurable goals and 

objectives.  

(e) The requirement that the tenant participate in basic management classes, business 

seminars, or other business education programs offered by the authority, the local 

chamber of commerce, local community colleges, or institutions of higher education, as 

determined by the board.  

In addition, as of this writing, SB 0422 was passed and sent to the Governor for signing. This act will 

allow qualified jurisdictions to create an “Attainable Housing Districts.” It would be worth exploring 

whether the creation of an NIA could automatically qualify under Residential Facilities Exemption 

Act. With attainable housing such a significant priority, the access to added tools would be welcomed.  

Even without these recommended legislative tweaks, this Southside Reinvestment Initiative can 

accomplish its goals by layering additional legislative tools, community partnerships, and other 

potential funding opportunities.  
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PREPARE RESOLUTION W/ NECESSARY 
DECLARATIONS 

SET DATE OF PUBLIC HEARING FOR 
PROPOSED ORDINANCE AND TO SET 

BOUNDARIES 

RESOLUTION OF INTENT BY PORT 
HURON CITY COUNCIL 

LEGAL STEPS ADMINISTRATIVE STEPS 

MAIL NOTICE TO ALL PROPERTY TAXPAYERS 
IN DEVELOPMENT AREA & GOVERNING 

BODY OF EACH ADDITIONAL TAXING 
JURISDICTION  

POST IN AT LEAST 20 PUBLIC PLACES 

PROVIDE PUBLIC NOTICE OF 
PUBLIC HEARING  

(20+ DAYS PRIOR) 

PREPARE ORDINANCE W/ NECESSARY 
DECLARATIONS 

PREPARE MAP OF FINAL DISTRICT 
BOUNDARIES 

AFTER ADOPTION, FILE WITH SOS & PUBLISH 

ADOPTION OF ORDINANCE 
ESTABLISHING THE AUTHORITY & 

DESIGNATING BOUNDARIES  

(60+ DAYS AFTER HEARING) 

PREPARE ORDINANCE W/ NECESSARY 
DECLARATIONS 

20+ DAY BEFORE, PROVIDE PUBLIC NOTICE 
OF A HEARING ON THE PLAN 

CITY COUNCIL ADOPT ORDINANCE 
APPROVING THE DEVELOPMENT/

TIF PLAN 

CREATE JOB DESCRIPTIONS 

PROMOTE OPPORTUNITY & RECRUITMENT 

APPOINTMENT OF 5-9 BOARD MEMBERS BY 
THE CEO & APPROVAL BY COUNCIL 

 BOARD CREATION & APPROVAL BY 
CITY COUNCIL 

ACHIEVE CONSENSUS AND MOVE 
ACCORDINGLY ON KEY OPERATIONAL 

ITEMS, E.G. STAFF HIRING, FINANCE 
SOURCES, STRATEGIC PLAN, ETC. 

NIA BOARD DETERMINATIONS 

CREATE DEVELOPMENT PLAN DESCRIBING 
THE DISTRICT, PROCEDURES, AND DESIRED 

DEVELOPMENT 

CONDUCT PUBLIC ENGAGEMENT  

DEVELOPMENT/TIF PLAN 
CREATION 

CITY COUNCIL PUBLIC HEARING 
ON THE DEVELOPMENT PLAN 

CITY COUNCIL MUST DETERMINE THE PLAN 
“CONSTITUTES A PUBLIC PURPOSE” 

ADOPTION 

= CC ACTION = NIA ACTION = JOINT ACTION 
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Other Available Legislative Tools 

Blighted Area Rehabilitation Act - PA 344 of 1945 

Provides authorization to adopt plans to prevent blight and for the rehabilitation of blighted areas 

and authorizes assistance to acquire, improve, and dispose of real property in blighted areas.  

Commercial Rehabilitation Act - PA 210 of 2005 

The Commercial Rehabilitation Act allows certain rehabilitated commercial property to receive a 

reduction in property taxes. The law applies only to a multifamily housing building, group of 

contiguous buildings of commercial property 15 years old or older, or vacant property that was 

vacant within the immediately preceding 15 years located in a commercial rehabilitation district of at 

least three acres in size as established by the local unit of government, or if it is used by a grocery store 

or delicatessen in an underserved urban or rural area. 

Properties eligible for this program would be facilities devoted to multifamily residential use or such 

commercial activities as retail sales, office, engineering, research and development, warehousing, and 

parts distribution, and would include buildings previously used for industrial purposes that are to be 

converted to commercial business operations. Also eligible is vacant property which was commercial 

property within the preceding 15 years (added in PA 81 of 2011) 

Brownfield Redevelopment Financing - Act PA 381 of 1996 

Created to clean up contaminated sites, thus allowing the property to revert to productive economic 

use. In 2011, transit-oriented development and transit-oriented facilities became eligible to be used 

by BRA’s. 

Other Potential Resources/Opportunities 

The DHS Team conducted a preliminary review of grant programs that could fund community based 

economic development initiatives and improvement to spaces with the Southside Community. The 

programs identified below would require additional investigation to determine eligibility and fit.  

• Build MI Community Grant – Real Estate development gap financing. 

• Match on Main Grant - Reimbursement program to support new or expanding place-based 

businesses. 

• Michigan Community Revitalization Program – Community development gap financing.  

• MSF Brownfield Site Investment Program - Provides a loan to communities to prepare brownfield 

sites for redevelopment, 

• Public Spaces Community Places – Matching grants for Patronicity campaigns. 

• Safe Routes to School - Safe Routes to School (SRTS) is a school-based international movement to 

make it safe, convenient and fun for children, including those with disabilities, to bicycle and walk 

to school. 

• Various MDOT Grant Programs 

https://www.legislature.mi.gov/(S(npaczy4v0a2k14eqiy4ed1z0))/documents/mcl/pdf/mcl-Act-344-of-1945.pdf
http://www.legislature.mi.gov/documents/mcl/pdf/mcl-Act-210-of-2005.pdf
https://www.legislature.mi.gov/(S(npaczy4v0a2k14eqiy4ed1z0))/documents/mcl/pdf/mcl-Act-344-of-1945.pdf
https://www.miplace.org/developers/build-mi-community/
https://www.miplace.org/small-business/match-on-main/
https://www.miplace.org/programs/michigan-community-revitalization-program/
https://www.miplace.org/programs/msf-brownfield-site-investment-program/
https://www.miplace.org/programs/public-spaces-community-places/
https://saferoutesmichigan.org/
https://www.michigan.gov/mdot/programs/grant-programs


38 

 

• Transportation Alternatives Program 

• New Markets Tax credits - The NMTC Program attracts private capital into low-income 

communities by permitting individual and corporate investors to receive a tax credit against their 

federal income tax in exchange for making equity investments in specialized financial 

intermediaries called Community Development Entities (CDEs) (existing organizations/bodies 

may be eligible as a CDE). The credit totals 39% of the original investment amount and is claimed 

over a period of seven years. 

• Bank Enterprise Award Program - Provides monetary awards to FDIC-insured depository 
institutions (i.e., banks and thrifts) that successfully demonstrate an increase in their investments 
in CDFIs or in their own lending, investing, or service activities in the most distressed 
communities.  

• Veteran SBA Programs – Funding for community organizations to support veteran businesses. 

• Program for Investors in Micro Entrepreneurs (PRIME) - Provides funding for nonprofit 
microenterprise development organizations. Funds are to help these organizations provide either 
capacity-building to microenterprise development organizations, or training, technical assistance, 
and guidance to disadvantaged microentrepreneurs. 

• Planning and Technical Assistance Grants - Assists eligible recipients in developing economic 
development plans and studies designed to build capacity and guide the economic prosperity and 
resiliency of an area or region.  

• Various Rural Business Development Grants available – For incubators, land acquisition, 
improvements, etc.  

Local food is all about a community’s desire to shrink or eliminate a food desert, but with a solution 
that is neighborhood based. The following grant funding programs could be explored further.  

• Kellogg foundation – focused on children, open topic grant submission. Has history of food desert 
work in Michigan. 

• Various Food Security Grants – Also supports local economic development. 

• USDA - Request for Applications – Rolling competitive awards to projects. Current potential fit: 
Community Food Projects Grants  

• Community Economic Development - Expands employment for individuals with low income in 
communities facing persistent poverty and high unemployment by investing in community 
development corporations (CDCs) that create and expand businesses and job opportunities. 

• Healthy Food Financing Initiative - Expands access to nutritious food in communities through 
efforts such as developing and equipping grocery stores, small retailers, corner stores and 
farmers markets selling healthy food. 

• Community Development and Financial Institutions Fund (CDFI) - CDFI Funds provide an 
opportunity for business developments, such as food hubs and cooperatives that may enhance 
farm to school efforts.  

https://www.michigan.gov/mdot/programs/grant-programs/transportation-alternatives
https://www.google.com/url?q=https://www.cdfifund.gov/programs-training/programs/new-markets-tax-credit&sa=D&source=editors&ust=1670776970088657&usg=AOvVaw2U_0lHU1t-o3mftm3ZyXTA
https://www.cdfifund.gov/programs-training/certification/cde/
https://www.cdfifund.gov/programs-training/programs/bank-enterprise-award
https://www.sba.gov/funding-programs/grants/grants-community-organizations#section-header-8
https://www.sba.gov/funding-programs/grants/grants-community-organizations#section-header-8
https://www.eda.gov/funding-opportunities/
https://www.rd.usda.gov/programs-services/business-programs/rural-business-development-grants/mi
https://www.wkkf.org/grantseekers?#overview
https://www.michigan.gov/mdard/business-development/grantfund
https://www.nifa.usda.gov/grants/funding-opportunities
https://www.nifa.usda.gov/grants/funding-opportunities/community-food-projects-competitive-grants-program
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/ocs/programs/ced
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/archive/ocs/programs/community-economic-development/healthy-food-financing
https://www.cdfifund.gov/
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“Squirrel!” This Disney movie reference from UP will make complete sense for those who have seen it. 

When taking on large scale community building initiatives, it is easy to get distracted by flashy and 

presumed opportunities that could create instant gratification. However, developing a strategic plan 

and sticking to it is critically important. In community building, losing focus and turning our attention 

to the squirrel that just ran by, can divert limited resources away from strategies that the community 

has coalesced behind. Discipline and cooperation must be maintained to improve the chances of long-

term success. Remember, community 

building is done incrementally and a 

housing strategy should be built 

around this fact.  

Following the establishment of the 

Neighborhood Improvement 

Authority, the appointment of a 

Board of Directors, and the creation 

and adoption of a development and 

tax increment financing plan, work 

should begin on the development of a 

marketable housing strategy.  

With construction costs, lending 

costs, and mortgage rates so high, and 

with some projects stalling nationally, 

especially those without public 

investment, it seems the next couple 

of years would be an opportune time 

to develop such a strategy. 

Elements of a Southside Housing 

Strategy 

A Look at Market Needs 

Consider working with a consultant 

on conducting a housing study solely 
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focused on the Southside Community. This work 

would be beneficial to have in hand prior to 

working on the next step.  

Priority Sites  

Development and redevelopment opportunities 

throughout the Southside Community are 

exceptionally vast. Moreover, the need, 

especially for attainable and affordable housing, 

creates pent up demand particularly from those 

community members who want to retain their 

residency in the South Park Area. Other missing 

middle housing options would also find a home in 

South Park. Missingmiddlehousing.com is a great 

resource for various housing types. 

Unfortunately,  investors moved away from 

many of these housing types as sprawl became 

heavily subsidized through investments in new 

infrastructure, which drew investment away 

MISSING MIDDLE HOUSING TYPES 

(SOURCE: MISSINGMIDDLEHOUSING.COM) 

COTTAGE COURT 

A group of small (1 to 1.5-story*), detached 

structures arranged around a shared court visible 

from the street. The shared court is an important 

community-enhancing element and unit entrances 

should be from the shared court. It replaces the 

function of a rear yard. Often rear-most building 

can be up to 2 stories.  

FOURPLEX: STACKED 

A detached (2 to 2.5-story) structure with four 

dwelling units, two on the ground floor and two 

above, with shared or individual entries from the 

street. This type has the appearance of a medium-

sized single-unit house and may include a rear yard. 

This type is attractive to developers by generating 

four units on a typical 50’ lot with alley access.  

LIVE-WORK 
 

A small- to medium-sized (2 to 3.5-story) 

attached or detached structure consisting of 

one dwelling unit above or behind a fire-

separated flexible ground floor space that can 

accommodate a range of non-residential use. 

The flex space and residential unit typically 

have separate street entrances. The flex space 

typically has a taller height (min. 10’) and a 

shopfront frontage. This type does not include a 

rear yard.  
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from core communities like the City of Port Huron 

and the South Park neighborhood. Now an apparent 

housing crisis has reconnected developers with past 

housing strategies.   

Particularly for sites that are publicly owned or 

visioned in collaboration with property owners, the 

Board could look to package and market these sites. 

Packaging the sites could include necessary due 

diligence such as environmental assessments, 

preliminary site plan approvals, and/or providing the 

terms of a development agreement. If this 

recommendation is pursued, it will be important to 

engage the right team of collaborators who can 

articulate market and pro forma realities without 

compromising the community’s desire for creative 

visioning and development solutions that support 

balanced interests.  

Market Opportunity & Target Collaborators   

Once sites are packaged, it is time to market them. 

Posting development opportunities on development 

websites and in magazines, is one tactic. However, it 

is recommended that the team identify preferred 

partners who have experience developing the types 

of projects that are sought. Finding developers with 

a proven track record of listening, collaborating, and 

creativity will be beneficial to the Community. 

Hosting tours of opportunities could also be used 

strategically.  

Know the Limits   

Particularly when communities are trying to steer 

development in a certain direction, incentives will be 

asked for. Much like any negotiation, the community 

needs to know the extent of its limits and be ready to 

walk away from the table. Incentives can go beyond 

economic skin in the game. Expedited approval 

processes, density bonuses, and payment plans for 

utility connections are just a few options to be 

considered.  

RECENTLY PASSED HOUSING BILLS 

 

SB 362: Attainable Housing Facilities Act  

Local governments may create an “attainable 

housing district” where property owners can 

apply for partial tax exemptions, reducing real 

property taxes to 50% of the average statewide 

commercial, industrial, utility for up to 12 years 

if they meet certain affordability criteria 

determined by the local unit of government.  

SB 364: Neighborhood Enterprise 

Zone Expansion 

Establishing a Neighborhood Enterprise Zones 

(NEZ) has supported investment for infill 

revitalization for owner-occupied housing and 

mixed-use buildings in eligible communities for 

decades. With so many communities across 

Michigan facing an urgent shortage of housing, 

this bill extends the opportunity to utilize this 

tool in all Michigan cities, villages and 

townships.  

SB 422: Residential Facilities Exemption Act  

The creation of a Residential Facilities 

Exemption would allow a temporary tax 

abatement on qualified new housing 

development in districts established by local 

units of government similar to the attainable 

housing district legislation. The abatement 

would enable renovation and expansion of 

aging residential units and assist in the building 

of new residential units to support workforce 

housing supply.  

SB 432: PILOTS for Housing  

This expansion allows local units of government 

the discretion to allow a payment in lieu of taxes 

(PILOTs) agreement for residential 

development or rehabilitation. The local unit of 

government would set a policy to establish what 

conditions it would consider to offer a PILOT. 

Currently, without this change, local units of 

government can only offer PILOTs in 

conjunction with approved state or federal 

programs/subsidies in a project. 



42 

 

Business development efforts in the Southside 

Community will not merely focus on attracting 

outside investment. The community’s business 

development efforts under its Neighborhood 

Improvement Authority (NIA), or equivalent, will 

focus on building an environment that grows 

businesses and entrepreneurs. Much like the Seed 

& Soul Society works through community gardens 

to grown community, the NIA will focus on 

economic gardening.  

“Economic gardening is an economic development 

model that embraces the fundamental idea that 

entrepreneurs drive economies...Economic 

gardening connects entrepreneurs to resources, 

encouraging the development of essential [business] 

infrastructure and providing entrepreneurs with 

needed information, [coaching, and synergistic 

environments that bolster business success] 

(Source).”  

Just up the road sits the St. Clair County 

Community College (SC4) campus. SC4 would be 

an obvious collaborator on developing an economic 

gardening space in South Park. Using the NIA, 

other legislative tools, and through the 

collaboration of countless community partners, 

there lies numerous resources to build out a true 

economic garden.  

Again, the implementation of this recommendation 

will not happen overnight. Community building is 

incremental, much like the sowing, nourishing, and 

harvesting of a garden, vegetable or otherwise.  

 

THE NEST COLLABORATIVE  

MOUNT CLEMENS, MI 

The Nest Collaborative in Mouth Clemens, 

Michigan is a business incubator organization 

where women receive the chance to launch, 

or grow, their product line from a 

professional retail storefront, while joining up 

with other women business owners in a safe, 

and creative environment. The women 

vendors who come together to sell their 

wares at the downtown storefront in Mount 

Clemens, learn from each other, and receive 

various business tools, and the expert 

coaching they need to open a retail storefront 

of their own. 

 

The shop offers business incubation support 

services including pro-bono mentoring from 

industry and area-specific professionals, and 

educational events hosted by the 

Nest. Women incubating in the retail space 

benefit from collaboration with like minded 

entrepreneurs in a supportive 

retail  environment, and learn what it takes to 

run a successful storefront of their own. 

 
Source: http://nestmountclemens.com/ 

https://www.kauffman.org/resources/policy/economic-gardening/
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All prior outlined recommendations converge here with a  

recommendation not only for the consideration of the City of 

Port Huron’s elected and appointed leaders, but those who live, 

work, enjoy, and support the Southside Community.  

Especially in more recent years, there has been an a lot of talk 

nationally about creating communities that work for all— for all 

races, incomes, lifestyles, etc. New programs and incentives are 

created. White papers and guidebooks are written to be read 

then put on a shelf, and oftentimes forgotten about until a new 

version is produced. People write books and travel the country 

touting the benefits of grandiose visions. And lastly, we cannot 

forget the pontification of those fearful of change or say big ideas 

cannot be done.   

This recommendation is more of a challenge. Whether or not 

DHS is involved, do, do not let this report sit on a shelf and be 

forgotten. Do. Do not let others tell you what is possible or not 

possible in this community. When you hear people espousing old 

stigmas about South Park, tell them about what has been done 

and what you specifically are doing to support the neighborhood. 

Correct them. Set aside past and standing stigmas and do. Forget 

about me, you, or them and focus on us. The tools are there. The 

energy is there. The desire is there. The opportunity is surely 

there. Let’s do... 

Doing will take time and the collaboration of many. Some 

residents may grow impatient. Yet, truly strong communities are 

built incrementally. No magic wand and no single developer/

development can build real, living, and breathing communities. 

Remember, community is about so much more than physical 

assets, but about people and their relationships with one 

another, the community’s commercial  and social assets, and yes 

in this case, the city.  

 

DOING WILL REQUIRE 

COOPERATION 

Again we can look to author Doug 

Griffiths for a strong word of 

caution on the failure to 

collaborate and cooperate: 

“Successfully killing your community 

often depends only on the amount of 

energy and time you wish to expend 

in achieving that goal. Passively 

refusing to cooperate takes very 

little actual work... Aggressively 

competing with other organizations 

or communities takes more daily 

effort, but if you can induce a culture 

of destructive competition the 

dividends can pay off for years with 

little effort… 

Fundamentally, killing your 

community comes down to refusing 

to cooperate with anyone. Don’t 

cooperate with other people, other 

service clubs, other groups or other 

communities. Focus on what divides 

you more than what unites you. 

Concentrate on making those little 

arbitrary lines in the sand the real 

issue. That will allow you to remain 

fiercely independent, and eventually 

you will be able to die...alone.”  

- Doug Griffiths 

13 Ways to Kill  Your Community 

 Page 92 
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A SPECIAL THANK YOU TO THE SOUTHSIDE INITIATIVE AND ALL WHO WELCOMED US TO YOUR COMMUNITY. WE 

HOPE THIS REPORT SERVES AS A CATALYST IN MOVING YOUR HOPES AND DREAMS FOR YOUR AMAZING AND 

DYNAMIC COMMUNITY FORWARD! 

- THE DOUBLE HAUL SOLUTIONS TEAM 


