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Executive Summary 
 

The City of Adrian’s Downtown Development Authority (DDA) organized a strategic planning process in 
the fall of 2018, leading to this report and many recommended objectives and action items related to the 
future success of the downtown. This Strategic Plan builds on past DDA implementation efforts stemming 
from the 2003 Downtown Blueprint and the 2014 Gibbs Retail Market Study. This Plan also supports the 
DDA’s newest Michigan Main Street Program efforts.  
 
The planning process included three public listening sessions, a day-long 
public training event on placemaking and public engagement tools, and 
an online survey shared with residents, officials, the business 
community and landowners. These engagement efforts reached over 80 
people.  

 
Listening session attendees were presented with a snapshot of 
downtown public and private investments to date and an overview of 
DDA improvements to the downtown. Opportunities for additional 
placemaking and investments were also shared, setting the stage for 
public input at each session. The public input received at the multiple 
meetings (and through the survey) emphasized the following future 
needs in the downtown:  
 

• Riverfront development  
• Historic preservation 
• Businesses/Housing that attracts college students and families 
• Activities for youth 

 
There was also a call for more public art, events and festivals in the downtown that emphasize the bullet 
points above that are in areas that are walkable and connected to existing pathways that lead in and out of 
the downtown. Many session attendees and survey respondents offered their social capital, marketing 
expertise, time and design talents to the DDA for promoting the downtown and its future activities. This 
teamwork will be critical to the DDA when future investments occur. 
 
The overall goals of this DDA Strategic Plan, as a result of the listening sessions, and in reviewing investments 
to date as recommended from the 2003 Blueprint and 2014 Gibbs Retail Market Analysis, include an increase 
in business, population and investment within the downtown area. These goals can best be implemented 
through the following six prioritized Strategic Focus Areas whose respective action steps are provided 
beginning on Page 11 of this Report. 
 

1. Institute a High Level of Placemaking in Downtown Adrian 
2. Partner on City Practices and Procedures 
3. Continue Efforts to Preserve the DDA District as a Place for Pedestrians, Vehicles and Transit 
4. Grow & Attract Businesses 
5. Strengthen Social, Economic and Environmental Capital in the DDA District 
6. Connect Neighborhoods and Nodes with the DDA District 
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The Strategic Planning Process  
 

Michigan State University Extension (MSUE) and the DDA members worked to identify key stakeholders to 
assist with organizing, and facilitating community and stakeholder educational meetings, three (3) listening 
sessions and a one-day placemaking and public engagement training workshop.   

As a result of this process, we developed a shared economic and community action plan that is the right 
fit for Downtown Adrian and will move Downtown Adrian forward. In addition, the plan action steps 
will: 

• Diversify and grow the number of businesses in the downtown 
• Create a strong and vibrant community based on the city’s many assets 
• Develop a shared vision that builds on Downtown Adrian’s rich history 
• Facilitate development of a sustainable/resilient Downtown Adrian 
• Ensure residents and business owners receive value and are valued.  

 
A strategic plan incorporates economic development with community development to create a short 
term (three years) plan to direct activities to implement the community master plan. There are several 
different methods for creating a plan. 

The process of completing a strategic growth plan for ReInvent Downtown Adrian moves through the 
following steps: 

1. Develop public engagement framework 
                                                                                                                                                                                                         

2. Asset Identification through mapping workshops 

3. Vision and objectives setting 

4. Technical analysis of assets 

5. Strategic focus areas development and analysis 

6. Prioritization 

7. Plan preparation and adoption 

 
The process is not necessarily linear. Asset identification and analysis are mostly a continuous process. 
Public engagement is important throughout the process.  The success of this plan will depend on creating 
a common vision and strategies with broad support and key stakeholder groups taking ownership for 
moving forward. Communities that tie strategies and vision to community assets will be successful in 
moving forward to grow and prosper. 

 
This plan is designed to build on the work done by the community with previous planning projects such 
as the 2003 Blueprint and the 2014 Gibbs Retail Market Analysis. 
 

The Strategic Plan’s Relationship with Michigan Main Street program 
  
This strategic planning process was completed with many positive outcomes in mind, including a 
strengthening of Adrian’s connection with the Michigan Main Street (MMS) Program requirements. As 
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defined by the MMS Program, the following elements exist in downtown Adrian, and are being strengthened 
through the strategic plan process:  
 
Adrian’s Traditional Downtown  
According to the MMS Program, a “traditional downtown” is defined as a grouping of 20 or more contiguous 
commercial parcels containing buildings of historical or architectural significance. The area must have been 
zoned, planned, built or used for commercial purposes for more than 50 years. The area must consist of, 
primarily, zero-lot-line development and have pedestrian friendly infrastructure.  Adrian’s DDA District meets 
this requirement.  
 
In addition, the MMS Program is a community-driven, comprehensive strategy that encourages economic 
development through historic preservation. The program provides technical assistance that helps a 
community build partnerships and collaboration among stakeholders and encourages historic preservation. 
It promotes environmentally-sustainable redevelopment, integrates a community's cultural assets and fosters 
entrepreneurial development and downtown living. 
 
As described by the MMS Program, The Four-Points® are tools and techniques that guide MMS communities. 
These techniques include Design, Economic Vitality, Promotion and Organization, all working together with 
community collaborations and partnerships:  

• DESIGN means capitalizing on the assets of the downtown's physical environment, such as historic 
buildings, and creating an inviting atmosphere through renovation and perhaps new construction, all 
the while developing sensitive design management systems and long-term planning for sustainability. 
Adrian’s commitment to historic preservation is evident in the façade improvement and other 
programs being implemented in the DDA District.  

• ECONOMIC VITALITY means strengthening a community's existing economic base by helping existing 
businesses and recruiting new ones, thereby converting unused space into productive property. 
Adrian’s DDA has shown a high level of business recruitment and retention on the  District.  

• PROMOTION is the effort to market the downtown's unique characteristics to residents, visitors, 
investors and business owners through advertising, retail activities, events, and marketing campaigns. 
Adrian’s DDA is actively developing an online StoryMap that tells the story of investment and 
opportunities within the DDA District. The DDA also promotes events and businesses that are unique 
to the downtown area.  

• ORGANIZATION refers to the effort to involve all the downtown's stakeholders to work toward a 
common goal, and driving a volunteer-based Main Street Program under the direction of a governing 
board, standing committees, and the guidance of a paid program director. As an outcome of the DDA’s 
Strategic Plan, a public forum is planned for the spring of 2019, which will engage business owners 
and residents in “strategic doing,” a proven method that builds a volunteer base. This volunteer base 
will operate under the guidance of the DDA and the City.  

The DDA District 
Adrian’s DDA District is depicted below in a map that places it (as shown in red) in the context of the city 
boundaries (depicted in pink, below). The District is situated generally between the River Raisin on the west, 
Maple Avenue to the north, Broad Street to the east and extends just south of Church Street to the south.  
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The DDA District Map is shown below. It depicts the boundaries of the DDA District, occupied buildings, 
unoccupied buildings and investment projects that are currently underway. Parks and city properties are also 
depicted. Residential properties are depicted in white, allowing viewers to understand the mix of uses found 
in the DDA and potential areas for investment focus. 
 
 

 
 

Public Listening Sessions 
Three (3) listening sessions were held in downtown Adrian in the fall of 2018, looking at issues, assets 
and barriers.  The intent of these sessions was to get resident and stakeholder responses to a set of 
questions.  The information informed the planning process and remained anonymous. Multiple 
engagement activities were used at the listening sessions. First, MSUE Educators gave an educational 
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presentation on strategic planning, DDA background information and a data review. Rotating Tabletops 
were utilized next, with each table offering a new question about issues and opportunities in the 
downtown. Attendees also visited mapping stations to geographically identify areas for future 
investment in the District. Finally, they participated in a circle discussion. This is a facilitated engagement 
tool that allows four people to sit facing one another in the center of the circle, while the other meeting 
attendees listen. The four center people rotate out to allow other attendees a chance to sit down and 
talk on a continuous cycle. The responses collected during each activity shaped the strategic focus 
areas within the plan. Three questions were asked at each listening session and in the online survey:  

1. What should be the overall vision for Downtown Adrian? 
2. Knowing that baby boomers and millennials are beginning to fill downtown apartments, what can 

we do to build on that success? 
3. What events should be added to the Downtown calendar? 

 
The barriers to making Downtown Adrian a more vibrant prosperous place to live and work were varied. 
Five were consistently identified as the most important to overcome and these helped shape the 
strategic focus areas. 

 
• Absentee building owners 
• Lack of vision/cohesion between all business or building owners 
• Lack of business types that serve residents on a daily basis 
• Blighted buildings or facades 
• Lack of connection to young adults/youth/seniors/families of all ethnic and economic backgrounds 

 

In addition, the DDA hosted an all-day training in Adrian about placemaking and the charrette 
collaborative design process. MSUE and the National Charrette Institute at MSU provided the training, 
which attracted city, county and regional attendees from planning and development sectors.  

 
 

 
 

2018 Listening Session attendees participating in a round-circle discussion, above and tabletops, below.  
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2018 Listening Session attendees completing a mapping exercise 

            Source of photos: MSUE 
 

Additionally, listening session attendees were asked to locate geographic areas in the District that are 
poised for investment or improvement. These areas are depicted in the map below, including new cultural 
sites, transit stops, outdoor recreation opportunities, façade or property improvements, new dining 
establishments, etc.  
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Research  
 

In preparation for the listening sessions, data analyses were performed.  An initial economic analysis 
looked at job density and employment sectors, wages, housing costs and vacancy rates, potential 
residents, and regional employment nodes.  The downtown enjoys many assets and also needs which 
were addressed during the strategic planning process. Five datasets were reviewed including the 2003 
Blueprint for Downtown Adrian, the Adrian Comprehensive Plan, the 2014 Gibbs Retail Market Study, 
the US Census and County Business Pattern Data. These documents provided a clear view of current 
growth patterns and expected future growth patterns.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The disbursement of jobs in and around Downtown Adrian, as shown below between 2002 and 2015, have 
deconcentrated over time from the District area to other nodes in the NE, NW, SE and SW corners of the 
Adrian. This means that there are currently less jobs in the central business District of Adrian in 2015 than 
historically.  
This data proves that there is room for business and housing improvement in the downtown District in order 
to attract jobs back to the city center over the next decade. 
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Currently, the DDA District, depicted below within the blue line, includes a potential for 3.8 million square 
feet of building space that currently houses 30-40 shops, 10-15 restaurants and over 300 units for office 
and residential. Further, the 2014 Gibbs Retail Market Study found that the District can support over 97,000 
sq/ft of retail, which, if we can visualize the size of the ‘Governor Croswell Tea House’ in downtown Adrian, 
we know we can support 54 more ‘Tea Houses’ of similar size than what the District is currently supporting.  
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The engagement process was based on public input, feedback loops and application of technical expertise. 
The process began with a public input session the first evening with approximately 25 people in attendance. 
Participants provided input to develop a vision, identify assets and develop action items to move Downtown 
Adrian forward. 
 
At the October 2018 listening sessions, attendees were asked: ‘What events should be added to the 
downtown calendar?’  The following “wordcloud” depicts the responses below, including a maple syrup 
festival, summer festival, and many other ideas related to music, food and activities for all ages.  
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Vision 
Listening session attendees were asked: ‘What should be an overall vision for downtown Adrian?” The 
responses are depicted in the ‘wordcloud’ below and include diversity, open communication, historic 
preservation and much more. In addition, the Downtown Development Authority’s vision and mission 
supports these ideas with its commitment to utilizing best practices, research, and the wisdom of the 
community to create a place which is vibrant, attracts businesses, residents, and investment to 
downtown, enhancing its economic and cultural development.  
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Goals 
 

In the coming years, Downtown Adrian is collectively going to work to accomplish the following 
feasible, measurable goals: 

 
1. Increase diversity of downtown businesses. 
2. Increase the number of businesses in Downtown Adrian. 
3. Increase the number of visitors and residents in Downtown Adrian. 

These goals were developed based on information gathered at the Listening Sessions and based on best 
practices in downtown development. They are also natural next steps for the downtown, after the 
implementation of many public and private investment projects in recent years. These measurables 
were determined to be the most practical goals for ascertaining economic success in the downtown. The 
Downtown district is depicted below, spanning a space between Maple Avenue to the north, the South 
Branch River Raisin, Broad Street and a triangle south of Church Street.  

 

Strategic Focus Areas 
 
As a result of the listening sessions and data review, six Strategic Focus Areas were identified. These focus 
areas, if implemented successfully through partnerships and funding, will positively impact the three goals 
mentioned in the previous section. The Focus Areas were prioritized, as shown in the outline below by 
members of the DDA Board.  

 
 

1. Institute a High Level of Placemaking in Downtown Adrian 

ReInvent Downtown Adrian is all about creating additional unique and vibrant places to enhance our 
quality of life and attracting people and businesses. Collectively, the District comprises dozens of unique 
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places. However, if the DDA wants to strategically build upon its economic conditions, it should target a 
small set of places in the District that could benefit from improvement aimed at making them more 
attractive for employees, tourists, business owners, and residents of all ages and abilities. These places  
could include the riverfront, the farmers’ market, museums, and more. The resulting improvements to 
‘places’ in the District will be attractive to visitors and investors alike. 

 
2. Partner on City Practices and Procedures 

 
The DDA is a critical partner with the City of Adrian, and can provide feedback to the city on the delivery 
and impact of government services. The DDA and staff should be up to date on best practices and 
procedures.  City services need to be delivered in an accessible manner to residents and visitors. 

 

3. Preserve the DDA District as a Place for Pedestrians, Vehicles and Transit 
 
Outcomes from the Listening Sessions and Survey and best practices include desires for a strong 
pedestrian friendly environment with on-street parking, bicycle facilities, improved pedestrian crossings 
and updated streetscape elements. On the land use side, citizens are looking for mixed-use retail and 
office with restaurants, public spaces and entertainment venues for all ages supported by higher 
density residential. 
 
Improvements can include preserving and strengthening non-motorized connections of commercial 
spaces, improving local retail options within the district, mixed-use development around key nodes, 
and widening the range of food, entertainment and cultural opportunities throughout. They also include 
ensuring that online infrastructure is in place for rapid social networking and free exchange of ideas and 
communication. The 2019 Parking Study, once complete, will offer recommendations for utilizing 
existing parking areas more efficiently.  

 

4. Grow & Attract Businesses 
 
A robust, focused, and dependable business development effort is essential to assist existing businesses 
and maintain existing jobs; to grow new jobs by accelerating business growth; and to attract new 
businesses and jobs to the region. A set of targeted business services designed to Assist existing 
businesses, Accelerate the growth of emergent businesses, and Attract new businesses will be 
developed.  This can be done by first analyzing how the city or DDA does this presently. From that 
analysis, the City/DDA can make changes to how they attract and retain businesses. Partnerships at the 
county, regional, state and federal level are important to the success of this Focus Area. 
 

5. Strengthen Social, Economic and Environmental Capital  

The first step for creating value is providing people with options for economic, social and environmental 
interactions.  It is imperative to protect and strengthen the physical and social fabric of the District in 
an effort to maintain and enhance the overall quality of life for Adrian and its environs.  This includes 
continuing historic preservation and façade improvement activities, improved areas for social 
interaction in the District, access to parks, access to the River, diverse housing availability and an 
increase of activities enjoyed in the District. In addition, there is a need for a grocery store, pharmacy, 
and other places that meet the daily needs of residents and businesses.  
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6. Connect Neighborhoods and Nodes with the DDA District 
 

An essential part of making traditional downtowns (the places where we have the greatest public 
investment in infrastructure) more attractive to rehabilitation and infill development is to physically 
reconnect them to destinations like neighborhoods, schools, businesses, parks, the river, public gathering 
spots and other commercial nodes.  
 
These improvements include connecting key nodes of cultural, entertainment, environmental and social 
opportunities with an easy way to travel between them, such as safe and maintained paths/sidewalks,  
timely bus or shuttle routes, bike trails, and pedestrian walkways. Crime prevention through 
environmental design (CPTED) is also a critical piece of any improvement projects for the streets and 
connections. CPTED design strategies allow for crime to be mitigated through changes to landscaping, 
lighting and transportation routes in and out of the District.  

 

 

Action Items 
The Action Items listed here will advance the outcomes within each of the strategic focus areas described 
in the previous section. These are intended to be achievable tasks. With additional DDA and stakeholder 
input in 2019 through a technique of ‘strategic doing,’ these action items will be prioritized and be 
provided with measures. It is recommended that this section be updated once the ‘strategic doing’ 
event is complete.  

 
1) Institute a High Level of Placemaking in Downtown Adrian 

 
1. Enhance the Existing Farmers Market infrastructure 

a. provide more opportunity for residents to access locally grown food and locally made 
products 

b. provide more opportunity for small entrepreneurs to grow their hobby business 
c. create additional activities bringing people into the District  

2. Most Improved Façade Competitions 
a. create a sense of civic pride in District blocks 
b. reward improvements  

3. Annual parade/events/ District festivals 
a. Provide more opportunities to create social capital 
b. cement identity of District with residents, youth students and visitors 

4. Consider joining MSU’s “Sustainable Built Environment Initiative” (SBEI) in 2019 or 2020 
5. Consider joining “First Impressions Tourism” (FIT) program through MSUE in 2020 
6. Consider hosting a charrette process for the waterfront or other high priority 

development/preservation area in the District 
 

2) Partner on City Practices and Procedures 

1. Lead by example 
a. Maintenance and Beautification 
b. Address crime issues  
c. Positive messages 
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d. Embrace Change 
e. Share the Vision 

2. Aid the City in making it easy to do business there 
a. Easy To Open A Business 
b. Easy To Get A Permit 
c. Respond Quickly 

 
3) Continue Efforts to Preserve the DDA District as a Place for Pedestrians, Vehicles and 

Transit 

1. Continually Improve the Built Form  
a. Wide sidewalks 
b. Buildings placed at the sidewalk 
c. Mixed use buildings 

2. Support the Creation of New Nodes of activity within or near the District 
a. Focus on a few places each year 
b. Start small and grow 

3. Continually Increase the Number of Points of Interest 
a. Public Artwork/Historic Preservation 
b. Streetscape improvements 

 

4) Grow & Attract Businesses 
1. Pop Up Retail 

a. Temporary retail to occupy empty buildings 
b. Expedited permit process 

2. Mentor new businesses 

3. Assist, Accelerate and Attract businesses  ( A3 ) 
a. Balance between types of businesses (products & services)- Assess procedures currently 

in place, work with city/county/regional/state partners to adopt best practices. 
 

5) Strengthen Social, Economic and Environmental Capital  

1. Strengthen connections within the District 
a. Walkability 
b. Meeting Daily Needs of Residents 
c. Reward Outdoor Seating /Activities for customers and visitors 

2. Add connections to parks/river 
a. Build or Preserve connections between District and open space areas 

3. Fix the vacancies  
a. Temporary Pocket Parks/Event Venues 
b. Temporary pop-up businesses/small entrepreneurs/indoor farm markets 
c. Incentive process to sell and occupy vacant building within 9 months 
d. ‘Mow Next Door’ Reward Program 

4. Strengthen partnerships with local college/university/school districts to connect youth and young 
adults with the District events and opportunities at regular intervals throughout the year 
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6) Connect Neighborhoods & Nodes to the District 

 
1. Maintain the sidewalk network 

a. Have sidewalks on all streets leading to the District 
b. Wide sidewalks for retail 
c. Maintain and clear path 

2. Enhance pedestrian network with crosswalks 
a. Crosswalks at every intersection 
b. Make them colorful 

3. Bicycle infrastructure leading to the District 
a. Bike Lanes 
b. Bike Parking 
c. Shared lanes 

4. Enhance transit opportunities 
a. Consider regular shuttle services to nodes outside the District 
b. Review timing, safety and cleanliness of bus/shuttle stops 
c. Review potential opportunities and impact of future automated transportation options.  

5. Develop Crime Prevention Through Environmental Design (CPTED) elements in the District and in 
connecting areas, where needed 

6. Implement recommended action steps in 2019 Downtown Parking Study 
 
 

Conclusions 
 

Downtown Adrian has a unique historic character that is enjoying investment activity from both the 
public and private sectors. The six strategic focus areas presented in this Plan offer the Adrian DDA with 
direction and guidance for future expenditures while also emphasizing the importance of engaging a 
strong force of volunteers for events and streetscape projects. Development of a public engagement 
framework, like charrettes or other design-based workshops to involve the residents in future planning 
and development initiatives will help move the action items detailed in this plan forward, making 
Downtown Adrian even more attractive to current city residents, students and talented workers. In 
addition, further participation in the programs listed below are highly recommended next steps for the 
DDA to begin implementing the Action Steps identified in this report.  

 
Periodic ‘Strategic Doing’ Forums (to create Action Plans under each Focus Area) 
Michigan Main Street Program (MMS) 
Redevelopment Ready Communities (RRC) 
The Sustainable Built Environment Initiative (SBEI) 
First Impressions Tourism (FIT) 
Crime Prevention Through Environmental Design (CPTED) 
Safe Routes to School (SRTS) 
 

 


	June 2019
	Acknowledgements
	2. Partner on City Practices and Procedures
	3. Continue Efforts to Preserve the DDA District as a Place for Pedestrians, Vehicles and Transit
	4. Grow & Attract Businesses
	5. Strengthen Social, Economic and Environmental Capital in the DDA District
	6. Connect Neighborhoods and Nodes with the DDA District

	The DDA District
	Public Listening Sessions
	Research
	Goals
	Strategic Focus Areas
	1. Institute a High Level of Placemaking in Downtown Adrian
	2. Partner on City Practices and Procedures
	3. Preserve the DDA District as a Place for Pedestrians, Vehicles and Transit
	4. Grow & Attract Businesses
	5. Strengthen Social, Economic and Environmental Capital
	6. Connect Neighborhoods and Nodes with the DDA District
	Action Items
	1) Institute a High Level of Placemaking in Downtown Adrian
	2) Partner on City Practices and Procedures
	3) Continue Efforts to Preserve the DDA District as a Place for Pedestrians, Vehicles and Transit
	4) Grow & Attract Businesses
	5) Strengthen Social, Economic and Environmental Capital
	6) Connect Neighborhoods & Nodes to the District

	Conclusions

