
2 • 1 Parks, Recreation and Open Space Plan

Policies

Photography courtesy of John Russell, Record Eagle

The “Open Space” on the West Arm of Grand Traverse Bay is a special
community gathering place.

Parks, Recreation and Open Space

Objective
Develop and maintain a park and open-
space system which enhances Traverse
City’s unique natural character and
fulfills recreational needs.

THE CITY SHALL:

1. Join with other area units of government and educational entities to
develop and fund recreational opportunities.

2. Pursue creative funding for acquisition and development of parklands,
open space and recreational areas.

3. Promote the development of parks in neighborhoods which are defi-
cient of recreational facilities.

4. Develop neighborhood and community parks plans utilizing citizen
input.

5. Construct pedestrian and bicycle linkages between neighborhoods and
park areas.

6. Develop public open space and access along waterways.

Parks, Recreation and Open Space Plan



2 • 2Parks, Recreation and Open Space Plan

7. Evaluate the merit and feasibility of expanding existing marinas.

8. Encourage preservation of land for parks, recreation and open space
through establishment of zoning incentives for larger developments.

Introduction

The City’s diverse parks, recreational facilities and open spaces each serve
a unique function and purpose in fulfilling the recreational needs of the
community. Although these lands do not directly contribute to the tax base
of the community, the park system intrinsically contributes to the desirabil-
ity of living and working within Traverse City. This in turn increases prop-
erty values.

Our parks and open spaces provide conservation areas which also serve to
protect flood plains, stream banks, steep slopes and wetlands. Protecting
these fragile areas reduces the potential for flooding, and also contributes
to the maintenance of high-quality surface waters in the area. These prop-
erties also increase the pleasing appearance of the community.

The Plan proposes that these fragile lands be secured, when economically
feasible, for permanent open space. Additional parkland along the Bays and
in those neighborhoods deficient of parks also is a priority. The map in this
chapter provides a general overview of the recreational areas available
within the community.

Major Park Groupings

The Plan notes eight major park areas in the Traverse City area. These in-
clude West Bay Waterfront, East Bay Waterfront, Boardman Waterfront,
Grand Traverse Commons, Hickory Hills, Brown Bridge Pond Quiet Area,
and Grand Traverse Nature Education Reserve.  Please see the map on page
2 • 5.

The public waterfront is a significant benefit of living and working in
Traverse City.
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1. West Bay Waterfront

The West Bay Waterfront is primarily a linear, public open-space park
punctuated by recreational, residential, historical, educational and
cultural activity areas. It is designed to be attractive for both residents
and tourists. The waterfront park is a succession of specialized small
parks and marinas interconnected by open spaces and bikeway/walk-
way linkages. Activities include swimming, boating, picnicking, fish-
ing, biking, walking, and some court games. Clinch Park is a special-
ized park with a focus on  cultural and historical appreciation. As in the
past, the intent of the Plan is to purchase private lands as properties are
offered to the City and funds become available. Every effort will be
made to provide open spaces and public access along the shoreline
without infringing on private property rights.

2. East Bay Waterfront

The City Plan portrays this area as a recreational and scenic resource
to be developed in concert with private development. Much of the
shoreline property itself will remain privately owned. As was stated
earlier in this chapter, every effort will be made to provide open space
and public access along the shoreline without infringing on private
property rights. The Plan recommends that regulations be developed
for shoreline areas to prevent water-quality degradation. It also recom-
mends retention of a shoreline natural in appearance and the preven-
tion of building damage since this area is at high risk of coastal erosion.
In addition, when redevelopment occurs, careful consideration must
be given to opening up views of the Bay, and providing public access.
For more specific information, the City Plan references the shoreline
regulation section of the Grand Traverse Bay Region Development
Guidebook. Implementation can occur in a number of ways, such as
through the purchase of public access rights, by acquiring property and
allowing it to be sold with restrictions, and by allowing redevelopment
of property as a planned unit development (PUD).

3. Boardman Waterfront

The Plan envisions a narrow linear park along the banks of Boardman
River and Boardman Lake, intermingled with development. In places
the park may be nothing more than a pedestrian right of way. Primary
activities include walking, picnicking, fishing, and the enjoyment of
history and nature. Proposed park development includes heritage and
nature trails, bikeways, hillside gardens, picnic sites, seating, observa-
tion and fishing platforms and an improved boat launch facility on
Boardman Lake. Bank-erosion control also is proposed. North of Front
Street, the park will include walkways along the river that accommo-
date transient boat moorings. These walkways also will accommodate
downtown shopping activities. Boardman Lake could accommodate
non-motorized  and small motor watercraft. To ensure that Boardman
Lake and the receiving waters of Boardman River remain a valuable
public resource, a Boardman Lake/River management plan, jointly
developed by Garfield Charter Township and the City, is proposed.
This plan should address water quality issues, shoreline development
and public access regulations concerning use of the lake.

4. Grand Traverse Commons

The Grand Traverse Commons District Plan was jointly adopted by
Garfield Charter Township and the City in May 1994. The Plan desig-
nates large portions of the site within the City and Garfield Township
as a conservation area. The wetlands encompassing Kids Creek and the
forested hills west of the historic buildings are to be preserved as open
space or for passive recreational uses, (e.g., hiking, skiing, nature
walks). Planning for these areas is the responsibility of the Grand
Traverse Commons Redevelopment Corporation in conjunction with
the Planning Commissions of Garfield Township and Traverse City.
This will help ensure integration with the historic campus. A park-like
setting shall be preserved in the Commons district.
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5. Hickory Hills Recreational  Area

Hickory Hills is a 110-acre recreational area just west of the City limits.
It presently functions primarily as a winter recreational area, offering
downhill and cross-country skiing.  During the summer, the area has
been used for disc golf. Plans  for the park propose to expand the use
period of the recreational area from a seasonal to a year-round facility
by adding other types of recreation.

6. Brown Bridge Pond Quiet Area

The Brown Bridge Pond Quiet Area is a wilderness tract located 15
miles southeast of the City. Traverse City Light and Power acquired
the property in 1912 for purposes of generating hydroelectric power.
The Quiet Area has also been an oil-producing site and has been
designated as a preserve for passive recreation, fishing and limited
hunting.

7. Grand Traverse County Nature Education Reserve

The Nature Education Reserve encompasses a large tract of land
bisected by the Boardman River, south of Traverse City. This is a
natural area owned and maintained by Grand Traverse County and is
envisioned to be expanded over time as a means to protect the river
environment from urban encroachment. A recreation trail is proposed
to connect the Boardman Lake Waterfront to the Nature Education
Reserve.

Hickory Hills, a City-owned park, offers recreational activities.

8. Civic Center

The Civic Center is an extremely popular, 45-acre expanse of recre-
ation fields and indoor facilities in the northeastern section of Traverse
City. This County-owned regional park provides residents with a wide
array of recreational opportunities year round. It is anticipated the park
will grow in importance.

To address the diversity of interests for the Civic Center, an updated
master site and facility plan developed with the assistance of park users
and the adjacent neighborhoods has been developed. The incorpora-
tion of convenient bus stops, bicycle parking and safe pedestrian
crossings on busy bordering streets are needed to reduce the impact
motor vehicles have on the park.
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Accessibility

Improving accessibility to the parks and recreational areas for children and
adults is a key ingredient of the City Plan. The Plan emphasizes the need
to maintain and construct bikepaths/walkways that will link neighborhoods
to recreational resources. Links between recreational areas also are sought.
Equally important is the need to make the parks and recreational facilities
accessible to individuals with disabilities.

Recreational trails are planned to improve accessibility to the recreational
areas. These include the Boardman Valley Trail, which follows the shore-
line of Boardman Lake and River, and the extension of the Traverse Area
Recreational  and Transportation Trail, which will link many of the City
bayfront parks with the Civic Center, Traverse City State Park and the
VASA Trail. Public and private funds are sought to help build these recre-
ational linkages.

Accessibility to the City’s parks and recreational area is a key ingredient
of the Plan.
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The long-term goal of the Plan is to make the waterfront along the West
Arm of Grand Traverse Bay open to the public wherever possible.

Park & Open Space Standards

Since demand for parks, open space and other forms of recreation will vary
with time and changing demographics, this Plan sets forth no specific stan-
dards for the City to establish a minimum number of parks, or an overall
acreage for these parks and open spaces. Instead, the Plan proposes a more
flexible approach by offering to provide convenient, high quality parks ,
and by  preserving open space in environmentally sensitive areas of the
City. Steep hillsides, wetlands, flood plains and highly desirable natural
features are areas planned to be preserved by acquisition, development
easements or clustering development.

A 1987 recreation survey indicated that residents are most interested in a
higher level of maintenance of the existing park system, particularly for
neighborhood parks. Quality recreation programs and new parkland devel-
opment, respectively, were the next priorities identified by the survey.

Park & Open Space Acquisitions

The long-term goal of the Plan is to have virtually all properties along West
Bay Waterfront held in public ownership by acquiring private properties
when they are offered and when funding is available. In cases where pub-
lic ownership is not feasible, easements for public access will be sought.
The Plan also seeks to develop parks through funding and market availabil-
ity in areas currently unserved by recreational sites and to add open space
in the Regional Center. For more specific information regarding park and
open space acquisition, see Traverse City Parks and Recreation Plan pre-
pared by the Parks and Recreation Commission and adopted by the City
Commission.
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Park Characteristics
PARK TYPE LOCATION TYPICAL FACILITIES/REMARKS

For specialized parks that identify points of his-
toric or cultural interest; may contain historical,
archeological, botanical or ornamental features.

To accommodate organized activities such as
track, baseball, softball and soccer; a play field is
usually large with several playing fields.

Often contain play fields, but also emphasize pic-
nicking, hiking, nature study, boating, fishing and
similar outdoor activities that may contain both ac-
tive and passive recreation but emphasize natural
resource preservation.

Court games, skating rinks, game fields: intended
to serve both passive and active recreation; primar-
ily for non-organized activities.

Swings, slides, creative play structures, basketball
courts; generally active recreation.

Special scenic, water-
front, historic or natural
features of area-wide
significance

SIZE

For the protection and preservation of significant
scenic, historic or natural features or areas which
encourage activities such as nature interpretation,
walking, picnicking, swimming, canoeing and sce-
nic observation.

POPULATION SERVED

Less than
1 acre

Playground Tot Lot Neighborhoods; away
from busy roads, well
protected from external
influences

Neighborhoods; often com-
bined with schools, within
easy walking distance

   1-6 acres

Regional community  25+ acresRegional Park

Neighborhood
Park

Young children in the im-
mediate area

All  ages, in the immediate
neighborhood

Steeply sloped terrain,
woodlands, wetlands,
streams, bayfronts, sites
of important scenic value

Entire community6-25 acresCommunity Park

Entire community, tourists
and visitors

Plazas, squares, land-
marks, statues, arbore-
tums, zoos,  and muse-
ums

  Varies  Specialized Park

Along major streets
having good access

Entire community   10-40 acres Play Field/Stadium
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Park Characteristics
PARK TYPE SIZE LOCATION TYPICAL FACILITIES/REMARKSPOPULATION SERVED

Usually along lakes and
streams, linking parks to-
gether

Entire community, tourists
and visitors

  Recreational
Trails

Wetlands, climax forests
or other fragile or rare en-
vironmental areas.

Varies

  Varies

Natural Area Regional  community, edu-
cational program partici-
pants

Preserve important natural features with landmark,
geological or hydrological value; limited develop-
ments such as agriculture, or clustered residential
developments.  In shoreline/floodplain areas, land
may be acquired or can remain in private ownership
protected by conservation easements.

Site specific to community-
wide

VariesOpen Space

Green Belts

Corridors

At significant natural or
cultural features, along
river and stream banks
and highway corridors
leading into the city.

(Continued from page 2 • 8)

Limited boardwalks, walking trails, viewing plat-
forms; activities include natural interpretation,
bird-watching, hiking.

Safe pedestrian linkages between parks; may con-
sist of boardwalks, sidewalks, bike trails, sitting
areas.


