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1

Background

PURPOSE AND BASIS FOR
PLANNING
Urban Planning
Today’s comprehensive or “master”
planning, which is the focus of this
document, consists of broad guidance
of future development through a tiered
implementation system. Generally,
issues are identified, broad goals are set,
and several manageable objectives are
identified to satisfy each goal (in some
cases, not all three tiers are necessary).
Then specific actions are identified to
implement the objectives. Any actions
pertaining to public works infrastructure
such as roads become part of a capital
improvements program. This is where
the initiatives in a Master Plan become
visible to the public and have a direct
impact on budgeting. Master Planning
usually has a 20- to 30-year horizon,
with more frequent updates in between
to help communities make decisions
that are best for the long term.

Zoning is an implementation tool
because it is local law and gives local
officials the power to protect the
health, safety, and general welfare of
city residents and landowners. Though
zoning can be controversial in regulating
activities of landowners on their own
property, it is generally accepted as
necessary to protect the rights of others.

Basis for Planning and Zoning in
Michigan
City planning was first authorized by the
State of Michigan in the 1931 Municipal
Planning Act. In 2008, this antiquated
law was replaced by the Michigan
Planning Enabling Act. Zoning, first
authorized in 1921, was reauthorized in
the 2006 Zoning Enabling Act. A master
or comprehensive plan is required in
order to conduct zoning. A Planning
Commission is required by statute to
develop a Master Plan. In order for a
community to have a zoning ordinance
it must have a community master plan.

Zoning

HISTORY

As a practical matter, a plan is
developed to conduct an inventory
of a city’s major systems, engage the
community, and serve as the basis
of a Zoning Ordinance. The Zoning
Ordinance is a legal mechanism that
controls land use and the characteristics
of lots and buildings. Zoning promotes
stability in a community, especially
where land values are concerned as
studies have shown that zoning tends to
increase land value.

The area of present-day Iron River was
occupied by Native Americans prior to
the arrival of White settlers, who were
drawn to the area en masse by iron
mining in the late 1800s. Iron Ore was
first discovered by Harvey Mellon in
Stambaugh in 1851. Extension of an
important rail line facilitated migration
of prospective miners to the region, and
the original Village of Iron River was
formally established in 1885.
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Following the inception of iron ore
mining, Iron River grew rapidly for
several years but then stagnated in
the 1890s amid a struggling national
economy. Logging had also emerged
as an economic driver during the
late 1800s and was less affected by
external economic factors. After mining
resurged in the early 1900s and logging
remained, Iron River underwent a period
of great prosperity until the city was
formally incorporated in 1926. Smaller
communities that had developed
around other area mines were also
incorporated. The Cities of Caspian,
Gaastra, and Stambaugh were located
just south of Iron River, and the Village
of Mineral Hills immediately north.
Mineral Hills was a unique case – a
wide-ranging village incorporated
to encompass six distinct clusters of
12 houses each; each cluster was
developed as housing for miners
at a particular mine. These mine
housing developments were known as
“locations.” However, a business district
never developed in Mineral Hills, and
the community has changed little since
its creation.
After the mining period ended, Iron
River’s main industry became logging.
While logging still plays an important
role, general retail and service activity,
largely in support of tourism, have
become dominant. The city attained and
retains status as the area’s commercial
center.
In the 1970s, the United States
Department of Housing and Urban
Development commissioned a study
on merging the area’s five adjacent
municipalities. Efforts leading to the
2000 consolidation began in 1994 with
a request by the same municipalities
for assistance from Michigan State
University Extension.
Various combinations of the Iron
River area’s five municipalities (not to
mention the surrounding townships!),
which were connected contiguously
8 | CITY OF IRON RIVER MASTER PLAN

in a north-south direction, had already
been sharing police and fire services.
With that success in efficiencies in an
uncommonly dense cluster of small,
independent, abutting jurisdictions,
Iron River was a logical area to pursue
full government consolidation.
Consolidation was unsuccessful in
Caspian and Gaastra due to lack of
support, but the City of Stambaugh and
Village of Mineral Hills successfully voted
to consolidate with the City of Iron River
in 2000. Iron River today remains one of
Michigan’s only consolidated cities.1
Consolidation has been an important part
of the city’s identity in the intervening
years, and the resulting geographic
patterns are clearly visible in the city’s
layout (and factor into this plan). Though
consolidation was and remains difficult,
it has created a strong singular entity to
bolster the West Iron County economy.

PREVIOUS PLANS
Economic Development Planning
“Today’s Vision – Tomorrow’s
Reality” (1992)
This plan was created by a Community
Strategic Planning Alliance formed
in January 1991 with economic
development as the primary objective.
The plan was funded by a grant from
the Michigan Department of Commerce
matched by City of Iron River funds.
A key component of the plan was a
community survey that was mailed to all
residents and property owners in the city
and garnered an astonishingly high 40
percent response rate.
The plan’s vision of a “can-do”
community was to be effectuated
by a long list of goals and strategies
organized into ten categories:
»

Economic Development,
including a distribution
center, road and traffic flow
improvements, property
acquisition, and a new airport and
on-site industrial park.

»

Finances, including development
of a Local Development Finance
Authority and offering of various
incentives.

resources, tourism, infrastructure, and
healthcare.
Western Upper Peninsula Regional
Prosperity Plan 2015 – 2019

»

Infrastructure, focused on
improving the city’s appearance
through such measures as
beautification and sidewalk repair,
as well as relocation of Highway
U.S. 2 and improvement of transit
options.

The Regional Prosperity Program was
an initiative created by former Governor
Rick Snyder. The plan facilitated the
development of regional prosperity
plans for each planning region. The
regional prosperity vision is as follows:

»

Business Incubator development.

A stable, diversified economy fostered
through the following strategies:

»

Housing, including home
improvements incentives and
development of apartments.

»

Historical site and structure
promotion and preservation.

»

Social and Community calendar
raising awareness of community
events.

»

Recreation through construction
of a multi-purpose complex.

»

Consolidation of communities
adjoining the city, beginning with
a feasibility study.

»

Education through development
of a student/teen business
enterprise.

There was no mechanism included for
monitoring and evaluation of progress.
The Consolidation strategy was
accomplished, though not all adjoining
communities participated as hoped, and
many of the other strategies remain
relevant.
An Economic Opportunity Study
for the Michigan Upper Peninsula/
Wisconsin Border Region (2009)
This report was compiled for the Upper
Peninsula Economic Development
Alliance and the Small Business &
Technology Center. The report lists seven
strategies for promoting economic
opportunity in the region: higher
education, education and workforce,
business growth & development, natural

»

Localized attention to the diverse
needs of business.

»

Elimination of duplication
among organizations with similar
objectives and methods.

»

Alignment of overlapping
organizational service areas, to the
greatest extent possible.

»

Consolidation of administrative
support services based on
individual organizations’ area of
expertise.

»

The most efficient possible use of
limited funds.

Comprehensive Economic
Development Strategy 2017 – 2022
(Region 13)
The Comprehensive Economic
Development Strategy (CEDS) was
published by the Western Upper
Peninsula Planning and Development
Region Commission, the regional
planning body in the Western UP.
The strategy’s vision is stated as “a
stable, diversified economy fostered
through investments in quality-built
environments; affordable, accessible,
and robust infrastructure; a productive
and resourceful populace; and an open,
progressive, collaborative mindset.”
The plan also lists seven goals to for the
years 2017-2022.
1. Help support the business
environment to create and expand
BACKGROUND | 9

opportunities for entrepreneurs
and businesses.
2. Build upon the uniqueness of the
region’s rural resources to leverage
sustainable and diverse enterprise
opportunities.
3. Mitigate natural forces that
threaten the region’s general and
economic resiliency.
4. Improve the region’s physical
infrastructure to ensure the free
flow of people, freight, energy,
and information while improving
the quality of life, ensuring safety
and security, and protecting the
environment.
5. Promote a community
development framework for
improved design, infrastructure,
preservation of assets, and general
welfare to create quality places to
live, work, and conduct business.
6. Build and enhance the region’s
capacity to attract, retain, and
educate individuals to build
their capacities, meet workforce
needs, and create continuously
rejuvenating communities.
7. Pursue and nurture collaborative
relationships within the region,
across the Upper and Lower
Peninsulas of Michigan, and with
Wisconsin border areas.

Downtown Planning
Iron River Downtown Blueprint
(2006)
This plan was completed by HyettPalma
as one of the “Cool Cities Blueprints
for Michigan’s Downtowns” that were
funded under the Michigan Cool Cities
Initiative of 2003. The focus of the
initiative was to enhance downtown
living for young college students who
would presumably otherwise leave the
state. Iron River’s blueprint examined the
current state of downtown, surveyed
10 | CITY OF IRON RIVER MASTER PLAN

residents and businesses, developed
a vision for the future, performed a
market analysis, and laid out a plan of
action and implementation.
The Blueprint recommended designation
of the original Downtown Iron River as
Historic Downtown Iron River and
former Downtown Stambaugh as The
Hilltop Business District. The area
examined in the Blueprint was an “L”
shape composed of 18 blocks in Historic
Downtown, bounded on the west by
6th Avenue and generally following
Highway U.S. 2 and Genesee Street
east, connected with an arm roughly
one block wide following Washington
Avenue eight blocks south to terminate
at The Hilltop’s Evergreen Street.
The study identified strengths and
concerns for Downtown. Strengths
included business and community
anchors, aesthetics, residential growth,
grade area, tourism, and motivated
individuals and organizations. Concerns
included real or perceived vacancies,
disconnectedness of the original
downtowns, deficient infrastructure,
apathy, and funding limitations.
The report included a public opinion
survey, market analysis, and action plan
organized within the context of eight
guidelines: transition, “make dust or eat
dust,” disparity, positive base, do’s and
don’ts priority, mindset, and economic
orientations. Recommended “catalyst
projects” were development of Central
School into housing, completion of a
“Contact Center” development in The
Hilltop, major renovation or demolition
of the former Cloverland Hotel,
expansion of West Iron District Library,
enhancement of the Iron River stream
corridor, and upper-story housing.
Since completion of the Blueprint,
Central School has been redeveloped,
with state assistance, into apartments;
the library has been expanded; and
the contact center, Global Response,
has come to be and continues to seek
expansion. Ongoing success of the

plan is to be furthered through privatepublic-nonprofit-residential partnerships
supported by existing staffing, new
funding sources, benchmarking, and
formal adoption of the plan by the
Downtown Development Authority.
The Blueprint outlines only the starting
point of implementation – several tasks
organized into each of six categories:
Partnership and Management, Catalyst
Projects, Public Improvements, Private
Property Improvements, Business
Development, and Marketing. Top
public improvements projects were
to be a streetscape plan, which was
implemented in 2007, and façade work.
The entire Blueprint was intended to
be updated within four to five years if
significant progress was made.
Iron River Streetscape Master Plan
(2007)
This was developed as one of the
recommendations of the Blueprint and
intended to be used and implemented
in conjunction with a storefront
façade program, wayfinding plan,
and Iron River (stream) enhancement/
management plan. Rather than a
duplication of the Blueprint, the
Streetscape Master Plan was more
operational as an implementation
tool. The plan focused primarily on
infrastructure work in order to increase
downtown activity, especially during
evenings and nights, and overall
attractiveness.
Input was taken through two exercises
in a public forum: identification of
opportunities and constraints followed
by a planning and design charrette.
Improvements suggested by the public
included improved trail connections
and parking, establishment of entrance
gateways, and traffic calming. In the
final analysis, planners determined that
parking was adequate in volume but
substandard in quality and in some cases
location. Vacancies were also regarded
as a major problem in overall vibrancy.

Recreation, Parks, and Trail
Planning
Iron County Heritage Trail Pathway
Study (2008)
The Iron County Heritage Trail pathway
study evaluated potential connections
to historic sites within the County. The
trail encompasses the area between
the communities of Iron River and
Crystal Falls including the 16-mile State
designated Heritage Route from the
intersection of Highways M-189 and
County Road 424 south of Iron River
north to U.S. 2, east through Crystal
Falls and south again to the intersection
of County Road 424 .
Iron County Heritage Trail Corridor
Management Plan (2013)
This plan builds upon the 2008 plan
and lays out specific details for the
design, construction, and management
of the Iron County Heritage Trail. Both
documents are essential for the eventual
formation and management of the trail.
Michigan Department of
Transportation Non-Motorized
Transportation & Investment Strategy
(2009)
Michigan’s Department of
Transportation published a detailed
report analyzing the non-motorized
infrastructure in Michigan’s Upper
Peninsula. The report details existing
conditions of non-motorized
infrastructure and provides detailed
interventions for expansion.

SOURCES
1

For more information about
consolidation, see: Martin, Joseph
M., “Municipal Consolidation:
Theoretical Inquiry and Case Study
– City of Iron River, Michigan” (Plan
B Paper, Michigan State University,
2006).

BACKGROUND | 11

FIGURE 1: STAKEHOLDER EVALUATION OF IRON RIVER ISSUES

FIGURE 2: WHAT IS YOUR ESTIMATION OF THE LEVEL OF COLLABORATION BETWEEN
THE CITY OF IRON RIVER AND THE FOLLOWING ENTITIES?
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Planning Process

TRAINING
In September 2020, the City of
Iron River participated in economic
development training. The session was
conducted with the Mayor and City
Council, Planning Commission, and
Downtown Development Authority.
The session was based on a guidebook
prepared by Beckett & Raeder, Inc.
designed for municipalities that
are considering, or participating in
the MEDC Redevelopment Ready
Communities process. The focus of
the session was community-based
economic development which uses the
community’s institutional framework to
leverage economic progress. The session
included the following sub-topics:
»

How economic development is
organized in Michigan.

»

How to be an effective board
member on a local Planning
Commission, DDA, Brownfield
Authority or City Council.

»

Components of good governance.

»

The components of communitybased economic development.

»

Discussion of relevant economic
development topics, such as,
workforce and affordable
housing, urban infill and site
redevelopment, and small business
development.

»

A review of funding and
implementation tools, such as, PA

425 Conditional Land Transfer,
Business Improvement District,
Principal Shopping Districts,
Opportunity Zones, Historic Tax
Credits, and MDNR Trust Funds.
»

Lastly, the training showed
examples of community-based
economic development projects
from around the state.

At the completion of the session the
group decided to reconvene at a later
date to identify and to discuss Iron
River’s planning and development
priorities. These priorities are reflected
in the action strategies in the
“Implementation” section.

STAKEHOLDER SURVEY
An online survey was prepared and
shared with several local stakeholders
to collect input on the city’s strengths,
weaknesses, opportunities, and threats,
known as a SWOT analysis. The survey
was open between March and May
2020 and received 14 total responses
(Figure 1 and Figure 2). Below is a
summary of the responses.

Strengths
The survey participants identified the
strengths of Iron River as the Apple
Blossom Trail, recreation, the small-town
feel, and low cost of living. A common
thread among the many responses was
the level of small-town support.

Weaknesses
Weakness fell into two main categories:
PLANNING PROCESS | 13

FIGURE 3: IRON RIVER STRENGTHS WORD CLOUD

economic and social. The economic
weaknesses identified were low wages,
lack of jobs, limited workforce, and a
housing shortage. Social weaknesses
include poor access to higher education
institutions nearby and substance abuse
challenges.

Threats
The main threats identified were an
aging population and exodus of youth,
passive mindset, and low internet speeds.
Some respondents were able to point out
that these threats are highly correlated.

Opportunities

FIGURE 4: IRON RIVER WEAKNESSES WORD
CLOUD

Iron River’s opportunities, as identified by
survey participants, were the City’s natural
areas and the important impact they have
on the local economy. Other opportunities
include available land and buildings.

Local Conditions and Trends
In assessing 12 trends presented in the
survey, the stakeholders most strongly
disagreed with the statements that
downtown has a good mix of restaurant
options, retail stores, and entertainment
(Figure 1). The top three statements
with the greatest level of support were:
»

A need for market rate apartments

»

A stronger community college
presence

»

Focus on marketing tourism

Following closely behind is the need for
market rate single-family homes and
better tools to enforce blighted and
obsolete properties.

Relationships
The stakeholders felt that the city’s
strongest relationships are with the
DDA, the Iron County Economic
Chamber Alliance, and Iron River
Township (Figure 2). This presents
an opportunity to forge stronger
partnerships with the nine other
entities listed that represent adjoining
municipalities, regional and state bodies,
and educational institutions. When a
14 | CITY OF IRON RIVER MASTER PLAN

city is strapped with limited resources,
its connection to others partners will be
essential to achieving its goals.

FIGURE 5: IRON RIVER THREATS WORD CLOUD

The SWOT analysis confirmed
what other post-industrial cities are
experiencing. The mining era brought
jobs, wealth, and disposable income to
the Iron River community. As mining
operations faded, the community
population began to decline due to
the scarcity in jobs. Managerial and
technical personnel moved to other
towns to seek employment. Community
facilities and downtown businesses
that accommodated thousands of
residents experienced this decline as
well. Schools closed and consolidated,
churches downsized or closed, fraternal
and social clubs ceased to exist.
As Iron River evolved from a natural
resource-based economy to a servicebased economy, the result was
fewer and lower paying employment
opportunities, exodus of youth, an
aging-in-place population, and lack of
retail and housing opportunities. Iron
River isn’t unique. These outcomes
happen when a community’s economy
is tied to a specific industry. Figure
11: Iron County Base Sector Analysis
graphically depicts what industry sector
types are declining, growing, mature
and emerging in Iron County. Today,
mining-related businesses account for
less that 15 jobs in the entire county,
whereas growth industries include
health care, services, and retail trade.

FIGURE 6: IRON RIVER OPPORTUNITIES WORD
CLOUD

In the late 1880’s through 1910’s
communities along Lake Huron declined
when the logging industry ceased. Many
communities in the Upper Peninsula have
experienced the same outcomes as their
mining operations began to close in the
1940’s through the 1980’s. Communities
in Southeast Michigan went through the
same conditions when the auto industry
contracted and almost collapsed in the
early 2000’s.
The future economy will be determined
by how effectively a community can
leverage its assets and opportunities.

PLANNING PROCESS | 15
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Community Profile

A strong understanding of Iron
River’s population characteristics is
key for making informed futureoriented decisions. Because the size
and composition of the population
influences the type of development and
services needed, it is important to track
how it changes over time. This section
uses data from the decennial census
and more recent sample data from the
Census Bureau’s American Community
Survey to examine demographic trends.
The analysis compares Iron River to
other communities in Iron County
including the cities of Gaastra, Caspian,
and Crystal Falls to provide local
context, and then compares the City
to Michigan to see how it fares against
state patterns.

DATA SOURCES
The information in this chapter was
retrieved from the following sources, in
this preferred order.
2020, 2010, 2000, and 1990 US
Decennial Census. This is considered
the most accurate source of
demographic data in the United States.
It measures 100% of the population and
offers comparable data points at regular
intervals throughout most of the United
States’ developed history. However,
available data is limited to population
and housing information, and the tenyear interval between data points means
it is rarely “fresh.”
American Community Survey. The
ACS program replaced the “long-form”
Census questions beginning in 2000,

collecting the same types of detailed
information about social, economic,
and housing conditions on a rolling
basis instead of once per decade. The
statistical validity of the ACS depends on
sampling. For smaller communities, data
is collected over 60 months to achieve
a valid sample size, called a “five-year
estimate.” This system shows the
statistical tradeoff between the reliability
gained by increasing sample size and
the relevance that is sacrificed in the
time it takes to do so. The datasets used
were the ACS 5-year estimates from the
years 2014-2018 and 2006-2010.

POPULATION
Iron River’s population peaked in the
1920 decennial census with over 7,500
residents and has generally declined
along with the area’s decline in iron
mining.1 The table “Population Change”
shows that the City lost population
between 1990 and 2000, dropping to
fewer than 2,000 residents. In 2000,
the City and its neighbors Stambaugh
and Mineral Hills, voted to merge into
one municipality, retaining the name
Iron River. The consolidation was not
complete until after the 2000 Census,
and so the City’s 2000 population does
not include the gain in residents that
resulted from the consolidation.2 This
population increase is reflected in its
2010 figure. After 2010, the City’s
population decline continued slightly,
as it lost 22 residents through 2020.
In 2020, the community had 3,007
residents, comprising about one-quarter
of both Iron County’s population and the
City’s peak historical population.3
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TABLE 1: POPULATION CHANGE
Geography

1990

2000

2010

2020

% Change 1990-2018

City of Iron River

2,095

1,929

3,029

3,007

+43

City of Caspian

1,031

997

906

805

-22

City of Gaastra

376

339

347

316

-16

City of Crystal Falls

1,922

1,791

1,469

1,598

-17

Iron County

13,175

13,138

11,817

11,631

-12

Source: US Decennial Census 2020, 2010, 2000, 1990

Iron River is closely linked with the cities
Caspian and Gaastra immediately to
its south and with Crystal Falls further
east. Like Iron River and the County
overall, these neighboring communities
have steadily lost population in recent
years. Caspian lost about 226 residents
between 1990 and 2020, a drop of
nearly 25%. Gaastra, already a small
community, also lost 16% of its
population in that time frame. Crystal
Falls followed the same trajectory as
Gaastra, losing 17% of its population
between 1990 and 2020. The state of
Michigan published recent population
forecasts for counties in the western

Household

Consists of all the people who
occupy a housing unit.

Family Household

Consists of a group of two people
or more (one of whom is the
householder) related by birth,
marriage, or adoption and residing
together.

Nonfamily Household

Consists of a householder living
alone (a one-person household) or
where the householder shares the
home exclusively with people to
whom he/she is.
Source: US Census Bureau Subject Definitions. https://
www.census.gov/programs-surveys/cps/technicaldocumentation/subject-definitions.html#family
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Upper Peninsula, which predict
continued but gradual population
decline in Iron County of 1.4% through
2045, which would likely mean a small
decline for Iron River as well.4

Households and Families
The average household size has
decreased in Michigan over time as
lifestyles change: fewer young couples
have children, and the rise of the
share of elderly residents, who often
live alone. Data shows that the trend
toward smaller-size households is even
more pronounced in Iron River than in
the state. Iron River had an estimated
1,443 households in 2018, although
this number has decreased since 2010
as the City lost population. The average
household size was 1.9 individuals
in 2018, which was well below the
average of 2.49 across Michigan and
constituted a decline from 2.02 in 2010
and 2.09 in 2000. Declining household
size has many implications for the
community, including greater demand
for small and compact housing formats.
Perhaps related to its smaller average
household size, Iron River has relatively
few families. Only 678 city households,
less than half of total households,
were categorized as families in 2018,
a smaller share than the state overall.
Only about 28% of total households
were married-couple families, which
comprises a small share compared to
the state. Families with children support
the local economy by filling schools

FIGURE 7: HOUSEHOLDS & FAMILIES
64%

47%

47%

28%

26%
22%
17%
12%

Families

Married-couple families

Michigan

Families with children
under 18 years

Sole householder
65 years or over

Iron River

Source: ACS 5-year estimates 2014-2018

and ensuring that younger workers will
replace retirees who exit the workforce.
About 17% of households had children,
comprising a small share relative to
Michigan overall.5
Meanwhile, over half of households were
considered nonfamilies in 2018. The
City had numerous single-person elderly
households (estimated 323) in 2018.
Elderly residents living alone are a type of
nonfamily household of concern because
these individuals can be vulnerable when
health emergencies arise and often
require specialized services.

Age
As Michigan’s Baby Boomers age into
retirement, populations skew toward
seniors across the state. The graph “Age
Cohorts” depicts the share of residents
by age range in Iron River and Michigan
in 2018 and shows that the aging
trend is even more striking in Iron River.
The yellow columns show the share of
City residents forecasted by 2024 and
suggests that its population will comprise
an even greater proportion of seniors.
The City’s median age was 49 years in
2018, about nine years greater than the
median statewide. The graph shows
that one-quarter of residents were
seniors 65 years of age or older. These

individuals typically exit the workforce,
exhibit less consumer spending, and
often require specialized transportation
and healthcare services, and so a
growing share of them often ushers in
a slowing economy. Meanwhile, over
800 residents were between 45 and
64 years old, which made that cohort
both the single largest one and the
fastest growing since 2000. This large
population segment will move into the
senior category in the coming years
and correspondingly, the graph shows
that an estimated 31% of the total
population will be 65 years old or older
by 2024. Correspondingly, the need for
healthcare, convenient transportation,
compact and affordable housing, and
other senior services will likely increase in
the City.6
The graph also shows that Iron River
has relatively few young adult residents
compared to the state. A small
proportion (18%), were between the
ages of 25 and 44 years old in 2018,
a share that declined from 21% in
2000. These individuals are in their
prime wage-earning years and are
key in growing the local economy.
That said, rural communities like Iron
River are caught in an economic bind
related to age: the jobs available locally
don’t appeal to young workers which
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FIGURE 8: AGE COHORTS
35%

30%

25%

20%

15%

10%

5%

0%

Youth (0-24 years)

Young Adult (25-44 years)
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discourages these individuals from
residing locally. The lack of young talent
in turn inhibits new businesses from
locating in the community.7 Meanwhile,
less than one-fifth of the City’s
population was in the school-age range
of under 20 years old, a share that fell
from 2000 and is forecasted to continue
declining through 2024. Considering
these trends, retaining young residents
will be an important economic goal.

SOCIOECONOMIC INDICATORS
Education
Educational attainment influences the
jobs that residents can qualify for, and
relatedly, their earning potential. High
school education is a link to economic
stability, and fortunately, the share of
Iron River adults over 25 years old with
at least a high school diploma (92.2%)
was slightly above the share statewide
(90.5%). Although the ACS does
not ask respondents directly whether
they have skilled trades or vocational
training, a substantial portion of adults
25 years old or older (23.7%) had an
20 | CITY OF IRON RIVER MASTER PLAN

associate’s degree or “some college,”
which likely represents these education
types. Vocational training remains
an economic linchpin as healthcare
and food service occupations grow
and manufacturing modernize the
production process. However, 17% of
adults 25 years old or older had at least
a bachelor’s degree compared to 28%
in the state. College education among
residents is an important factor shaping
whether knowledge-based, service jobs
known as “new economy” jobs locate
in Iron River. Without a change in the
levels of education attainment, the
composition of local employment will
likely stay the same.8
Iron River is located far from higher
educational institutions. In fact, some
observers have counted Iron County
among Michigan’s “educational
deserts” because of its lack of fouryear and community colleges.9 The
closest institutions are community
and technical colleges - Bay College
West in Iron Mountain (44 miles),
Keweenaw Bay Ojibwa Community

College in L’Anse (56 miles), and Nicolet
College in Rhinelander, Wisconsin (60
miles). Several others, including Bay
College’s main campus in Escanaba,
Finlandia University in Hancock, Gogebic
Community College’s main campus
in Ironwood, Copper Country Center,
and Michigan Technological University
in Houghton, and Northern Michigan
University in Marquette are between 80
and 90 miles away.10

Employment
As the population has moved into
retirement, shrinking labor pools pose
a challenge across the Upper Peninsula.
Data suggests, however, that Iron River
may have a growing share of workers, in
direct contrast with the regional pattern.
Labor force participation, a measure
that refers to the number of residents
working or able to work, was estimated
to be about 56% of Iron River’s in 2018.
Although the City’s figure remains lower
than the statewide proportion (61%), it
increased from 46% during the Great
Recession in 2010. One possible reason
is that the Recession caused would-be
workers to drop out of the labor force
entirely, while the following period of
economic recovery encouraged some
to rejoin. Data inaccuracy caused by the
ACS sampling methods could also be a
factor. It is still too soon to say the effect
that COVID-19 will have on the region.11
Healthcare and educational services was
the largest employment sector, providing
nearly one-quarter (22.3%) of jobs.
Healthcare practitioners and technicians
occupations are forecasted to grow in
the Western Upper Peninsula through
the early 2020s, and so the community’s
medical institutions such as Aspirus Iron
River Hospital and its other small clinics
are economic assets.12 Meanwhile,
an equally large share of Iron River
residents (22%) were employed in retail,
while others (5.9%) worked in arts,
accommodation, and food services.13
These two tourism-related sectors - retail
and food services – were considered

possible growth sectors in the region but
close monitoring is necessary as a result
of the spread of the Corona Virus.14

Income
Household income is heavily influenced
by residents’ educational attainment
and the availability of jobs. In 2018, the
median household income in Iron River
was $32,093 annually, which was well
below the statewide figure of $54,938.
While income remains modest, it rose
from $26,306 in 2010, which illustrates
the community’s recent but somewhat
tepid recovery since the Recession.
The vast majority of Iron River
households earn modest salaries of
less than $50,000 annually, as the
graph “Education, Income, & Poverty”
shows. Over one third of households
(35%) have very low incomes of less
than $25,000 annually. These lower
household earnings are linked to
the community’s few dual-income
households and its many retirees
without earnings. About the same share
(35.7%) had slightly greater incomes

FIGURE 9: EDUCATION, INCOME, & POVERTY
54%

29%

29%

15%

Michigan

20%

17%

Iron River

Residents 25 years or older with at least a Bachelor's degree
Households earning $50,000 or more annually
Household in poverty
Source: ACS 5-year estimates 2014-2018
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between $25,000 and $49,999 annually
and 29% had moderate incomes of
$50,000 or greater. The Census Bureau
determines whether a household is in
poverty by comparing its annual income
with the number of residents. An
estimated 20% of the population were
in poverty in 2018, which is a larger
share than in the State overall.15

HOUSING
In 2018, Iron River had an estimated
1,716 housing units. The vast majority
of these (89.5%) were built before
1980, and nearly half (43.4%) were
constructed prior to 1940. The City
has seen virtually no new housing
construction since 1990.
As is the case throughout much of
Michigan, single-family housing is the
predominant format in Iron River. Nearly
three quarters (73.3%) of the City’s
dwelling units are in one-unit detached
structures. Another 10% are structures
with 20 or more units, which makes
this large-scale multifamily format the
second most common type, with few
options in the middle. Throughout
the US, “missing middle” housing is a
problem. The phenomenon refers to
housing types that “sit in the middle of
a spectrum between detached singlefamily homes and mid-rise to high-rise
apartment buildings, in terms of form
and scale, as well as number of units
and often, affordability.”16 According

to experts, these formats’ compactness
offers advantages by allowing housing
to be located within a convenient walk
to employment and shopping uses,
which supports the lifestyles that senior
citizens, Millennials, and Generation
Z seek.17 Another advantage is that
the compact options often fit with the
character of single-family areas and
are often more palatable to nearby
homeowners than large apartment
buildings.18
Promoting more “middle” housing,
such as townhomes, triplexes and
quadplexes, and small condominium
buildings, will be an important part of
achieving that goal of providing options
for middle income households. The
graph “Dwelling Units and Occupancy”
compares Iron River’s dwelling units
with household size across Michigan.
One more takeaway is that the City’s
dwellings were designed for greater
occupancy than what the typical need
has become. For instance, most Iron
River housing units (55%) are designed
to hold three or more people, while
the average Iron River household is 1.9
persons. This mismatch between the
City’s dwellings and the need for new
housing types could constrain its ability
to attract new residents. Compact
housing designed for lower occupancy
would better accommodate the needs
of the City’s seniors and its potential
new workers and families.

FIGURE 10: MISSING MIDDLE HOUSING
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Missing Middle Housing Options
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Housing tenure refers to whether
a dwelling unit is renter- or owneroccupied. Iron River has recently
experienced a shift toward more renteroccupied housing. In 2010, 446 dwelling
units, or 30% of the total occupied units
in the community, were renter-occupied.
By 2018, the share had increased to
37% of the total units. Because no
new housing was constructed in the
community in those years, the increase
likely resulted from the conversion of
owner-occupied single-family homes
to renter-occupied dwellings. The City’s
residents with limited incomes seeking
compact and attainable housing,
coupled with its loss of families, has
likely contributed to the trend. Tax and
mortgage foreclosures may also be an
influencing factor.

Blighted structures and depressed home
values are persistent issues in Iron River.
In 2018, the median home value stood
at $53,600, which is far below the figure
across Michigan overall ($146,200) and
is a substantial drop from $63,600 in
2010. The table “Owner-occupied Home
Values” shows that nearly half of owneroccupied units were valued at less than
$50,000 in 2018. These are large shares
of low-value homes compared with the
state overall, which poses a problem
by limiting the community’s tax base
and inhibiting its ability to attract new
households.
While a greater share of rental housing
is not necessarily the underlying problem
of low housing values, the conversion of
owner-occupied housing to rentals can
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TABLE 2: OWNER-OCCUPIED HOME VALUES
Value
Less than $50,000
$50,000 - $99,999
$100,000 - $149,999
$150,000 or greater
Total

Iron River #

Iron River %

Michigan %

412
354
95
37
898

45.9
39.4
10.6
4.1
100

12.8
19.8
18.7
48.7
100

Source: ACS 5-year estimates 2014-2018

degrade housing values if rental property
owners do not properly maintain their
properties. The City can create stricter
provisions in its property maintenance
code and new enforcement mechanisms
to prevent the deterioration of these
properties.19

Despite lower housing values, roughly
20% of households are cost burdened,
meaning that they pay more than 30%
of their income in housing costs. And
the lower housing values that are not
appreciating means that homeowners are
building equity, a valuable financial asset.

In 2020, 19% of the total dwelling
units were vacant, which is similar to
but slightly higher than the statewide
vacancy rate of 12%. Data suggests that
the vacancy rate has held nearly constant
over time - it was recorded at 18% at
the 2010 Census and 19% at the 2020
Census. Per 2018 ACS data, among the
vacant dwellings, an estimated 54 units
were for sale, and 34 were for seasonal
and recreational use, and the remainder
were classified as “other vacant.”
Although some vacancy is desirable to
ensure the availability for newcomers
or for households that move within the
community, vacancy presents an obstacle
in Iron River by discouraging property
maintenance and dropping value.

NEW HOUSING

Endemic housing vacancy leads to
the aesthetic and social deterioration
of neighborhoods, reducing home
values and therefore reducing tax
revenue. The decline in revenue makes
it increasingly challenging for the City
to address housing quality as time goes
on. Addressing deteriorating housing
conditions and housing vacancy can slow
down the cycles of vacancy, poor housing
conditions, and declining tax revenue.

The City of Iron River is an urban
hub in rural Iron County. The City’s
major challenges include its historical
population loss, its significant older
population and small proportion of
families, modest average income, and
low home values. The community’s
strengths are its healthcare employment,
rising and skilled workforce
participation. Housing remains an
untapped opportunity to right-size
new development to accommodate its
current population’s needs.
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It may sound inconceivable to build new
homes when the population is declining,
but it’s possible that the lack of housing
is partially causing the population
decline. Michigan communities
commonly use the subdivision ordinance
to add new housing. If this tool is used,
the street pattern and housing density
should remain exactly or very close to
the city’s platted lots for continuity and
walkability. An initial step would be to
target residential vacancy in existing
neighborhoods and promote the
development of new homes on infill lots.

SUMMARY
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4

Natural & Cultural Features

Iron County is one of only two Upper
Peninsula (U.P.) counties that have no
Great Lakes frontage. However, Iron
County is similar to the rest of the U.P. in
most other physical respects. The county
is primarily forested and includes a great
deal of federal, state, and commercial
forestland used for both recreation
and timber harvesting. The county is
also interspersed with lakes of a wide
range of sizes, as well as hundreds of
miles of streams, many of which are
regionally renowned for trout fishing.
One of the most notable streams is the
Iron River itself, which courses through
the city and is the highlight of several
neighborhoods and recreation facilities.
The City of Iron River is located at
approximately latitude 46°N, longitude
88°W.

WEATHER AND CLIMATE
The City of Iron River lies within the Lake
Michigan watershed, which has a typical
humid continental climate characterized
by cold, dry winters and warm, humid
summers. Despite the long and cold

winters, the city has a growing season
of 84 days. Average temperatures
in January are a low of -1 degree
Fahrenheit and high of 21 degrees
Fahrenheit. In July average temperatures
are a low of 50 and high of 77. The city
receives an annual average of 32 inches
of rain and 102 inches of snowfall.
Unlike many other areas of the Upper
Peninsula, Iron River, because of its
inland location, experiences little lake
effect weather; however, this location
subjects the city to relatively extreme
temperatures.

LAND COVER
The dominant land use in the City is
deciduous forest, which is concentrated
along the edges. Developed land
accounts for 31.2% of the City leaving
the majority of the land (64.2%)
classified as natural land (excludes
open water and agricultural land).
The undeveloped land contributes
to its scenic and rural nature and the
concentration of development along
gridded street patterns.

TABLE 3: CLIMATE (STAMBAUGH NOAA WEATHER STATION)
Temp. (°F)

Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun
Avg

Jul Aug Sept Oct Nov Dec Ann.

10.1 13.1 23.2 38.2 50.4 59.6 63.6 61.6 53.0 41.4 29.0 15.7 38.4

High 21.4 26.1 36.3 51.1 64.0 72.9 76.9 75.0 66.1 53.0 37.8 25.1 50.6
Low

-1.2

0.1

10.1 25.3 36.7 46.3 50.3 48.2 40.0 29.9 20.1

6.4

26.1

Precip. (in.) 0.98 0.85 1.53 2.24 3.03 3.73 4.17 3.10 3.55 3.08 1.88 1.29 29.43
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MAP 1: NATIONAL LAND COVER DATABASE (NLCD) LAND COVER
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TABLE 4: LAND COVER TYPES
Land Cover

Acres

% Total Acreage

Open Water

46.3

1.1%

Developed, Open Space

500.6

11.6%

Developed, Low Intensity

592.4

13.7%

Developed, Medium Intensity

174.4

4.0%

Developed, High Intensity

82.3

1.9%

Barren Land

126.8

2.9%

Deciduous Forest

1679.3

38.8%

Evergreen Forest

26.6

0.6%

Mixed Forest

362.6

8.4%

Shrub

89.1

2.1%

Grassland

298.3

6.9%

Pasture/Hay

20.3

0.5%

Cultivated Crops

2.7

0.1%

Woody Wetlands

271.4

6.3%

Emergent Wetlands

49.8

1.2%

Source: National Land Cover Database

WATERS AND WETLANDS
The western edge of Ice Lake and a
segment of the Iron River itself are
surface water bodies within the city. The
outlet of Ice Lake, also the location of a
city park, is a tributary to the Iron River.
Water makes up .02 square miles, or 0.2
percent, of the city’s total area.
The Iron River is formed from two
branches that join four to five miles
northwest of downtown along U.S.
Highway 2. The South Branch originates
at Lake Ottawa, a major recreational
water body located four miles west
of downtown. The North Branch
originates in wetlands near the Hazel
and Beechwood locations approximately
seven miles northwest of downtown.
The Iron River flows into the Brule River
along the Michigan-Wisconsin border.
The Brule flows east to the Menominee
River, which in turn flows southeast into
Lake Michigan.

The city includes two flood zones. Two
small, isolated locations within Zone
A are located along the west side of
the city on either side of County Road
653 (Gibbs City Road). Most of the Iron
River within the city is located within
a narrow corridor designated Flood
Zone AE. Designations A and AE are
similar, but AE is determined using more
detailed methods and includes defined
Base Flood Elevations. Both are 100-year
flood zones, which means that there is
a one-percent chance of a flood within
that area in any given year.
According to the Iron County 20132018 Hazard Mitigation Plan, the City
of Iron River is at moderate risk and
severity of flooding. However, even
though significant flooding has occurred
within the county several times in the
2000s, the most recent flooding in 2014
caused closure of segments of U.S.-2
and roughly 15,000 homes lost power.
Climate predictions anticipate an increase
NATURAL FEATURES | 29

MAP 2: TOPOGRAPHY
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in these types of storms, reinforcing
that construction of permanent
structures in floodplains should always
be discouraged, if not prohibited, and
subjected to strict standards.
The aquifer underlying the city is
composed of glacial deposits, has
generally moderate yield, and is the source
of the city’s drinking water. Groundwater
is an integral natural system, impacting
factors such as water suitability of area
streams for fish species and serving as the
basis for sensitive wetland areas and land
cover types overall.
Wetlands within the city are few and
scattered. The prominent clusters are
around U.S. 2 near the city’s western
border and immediately northeast and
southeast of original central Iron River.
Most wetlands are of the wooded
variety, with a few isolated blocks of
emergent herbaceous wetlands around
the western U.S. 2 cluster. Development
in that area is accordingly light, and
should remain that way.

GEOLOGY AND SOILS
The geology and soils of the City of
Iron River were formed during the time
of Pleistocene glaciation. Underlying
bedrock is a complex, folded series
of sedimentary rocks of the Middle
Precambrian period. Although bedrock
influenced the development of presentday soils, the main parent material of
the soil is glacial debris transported
from other locations. This glacial veneer
contains a great variety of mineral
materials, arranged in many topographic
expressions, under all conditions of
drainage, and modified by long-term
variations in cover and climate. In
general, glacial deposits are composed
of poorly consolidated sands and gravels
covered by relatively stable boulder till.
The glaciated subsurface is the main
determinant of the water table, which,
as earlier mentioned, is sufficient for
production of water for drinking and
other human uses.

Myriad soil types have evolved from the
heterogeneous glacial parent material
and the individual conditions governing
soil profile development. The soils of the
City of Iron River can generally be defined
as the Amasa-Stambaugh Organic Type,
which is deep, nearly level, and gently
sloping with medium and moderately
course textured subsoils and poorly
drained organic soils. Soil is predominantly
silt loam that varies from stony to very
stony. Along the Iron River, sandy loam is
present along with rock outcrops. Both
soil types are fairly fertile, and crops are
cultivated throughout the city.

METAL & MINERAL RESOURCES
The City of Iron River is located on
the west end of the Menominee Iron
Range, which was a major source of
the nation’s iron ore in the late 1800s
and early 1900s. This range has been
inactive for many decades but could
potentially become economically
productive again as ore values rise.
Underground mines are present
throughout the city, with the greatest
number located in the Stambaugh and
northern Mineral Hills areas. Surface
subsidence is a risk, with the most
recent known incident occurring at the
city’s disc golf course in 2013.

TOPOGRAPHY
With a large land area spanning a
variety of geographic features, and
owing to the terrain’s glacial heritage,
topography varies widely within the city.
Elevation varies by 520 feet ranging
from 1,140 to 1,660 feet within the
Urban Cluster. Within the City of Iron
River, the lowest points are along
the Iron River itself. In planning for
land development, consideration of
topography is important to reduce risks
and environmental impacts associated
with construction on steep slopes. The
steepest drop-offs in the city are located
along the east bank of the Iron River
proximate to the Stambaugh area.
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Downtown Iron River and adjacent
neighborhoods are located on a plateau
near the bottom of the river valley.

WILDLIFE
Wildlife species found in Iron County are
similar to those found in other Western
Upper Peninsula locales. Large mammals
such as white-tailed deer, black bear,
coyote, wolf, and bobcat live in the area,
as well as small mammals such as squirrel,
rabbit, chipmunk, raccoon, otter, beaver,
skunk, and fox. Seasonal and year-round
bird species are seen in the area including
songbirds, shore and water birds, and
game birds. Habitat exists in the City
of Iron River in which many species of
mammals and birds can live, but due to
the city’s urban nature, most can be found
immediately outside of it. Deer, however,
pose an increasing problem within the
city limits. Dominant fish species in the
city are brook trout in the Iron River and
smallmouth bass, yellow perch, other
panfish, and northern pike in Ice Lake.

ENVIRONMENTAL
CONTAMINATION
The Michigan Department of
Environment, Great Lakes, and Energy
(EGLE) database shows nine sites in the
city with underground storage tank
leaks, eight of which are open as of
2019. Five of these sites are located
along West Adams Street and the other
three along Lay Ave/Washington Ave.
The city’s Brownfield Authority may be
used to resolve the issues.
Along the border of the city, south of
Old Stambaugh, is Dober Number 2
mine, an iron ore mine that flooded
several years after closure in the
1970s and then began to release acid
drainage. The drainage eventually
flowed into and contaminated the Iron
River downstream of the city. The State
of Michigan has mitigated the problem
by installing a water treatment system,
but the drainage continues to occur and
will continue indefinitely.
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MINING
According to the Michigan Geological
Survey Division iron ore on the Iron
River-Crystal Falls range was discovered
in 1851. Mining did not begin until 31
years later at the Iron River Mine south
of the City of Iron River.
The map entitled, “Mining” shows the
location of the various mines in the City
of Iron River. A significant number are
located in the northern portion of the
City.
Most of the mining operations that
ensued in this range were primarily
underground accessible through a
vertical shaft to a network of horizontal
shafts that connected to iron ore
deposits. Most of the ore produced is
soft red hematite and yellow limonite
with a subordinate amount of hard blue
hematite.
Mining in the Iron River-Crystal Falls
range is different from the soft ores in
the Marquette and Gogebic ranges.
The Iron River-Crystal Falls range ore
are comparatively hard and competent,
and in general, the attitude of the ore
bearing formation is nearly vertical. The
combination of these factors produce
ore bodies that can not be mined by
regulated caving. It is necessary to mine
this type ore by what is known as an
open stoping method or excavating the
ore above and/or below levels. Since
access to the ore between levels is made
through intermediate levels it is further
defined as sub-level stoping.
Most of the ore mined on this range is at
a depth shallower than the ore bodies of
the Marquette and Gogebic ranges, but
some ore was being removed from depths
in excess of 2,000 feet below the surface.
Remnants of abandoned mining
structures can be found in this portion
of the City. Access to many of the sites
are gated, and the surface conditions
include overgrown woods and shrubs.

MAP 3: MINING
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HISTORIC SITES
The City of Iron River’s historic sites are
included in the Iron County Multiple
Resource Area (MRA) addition to the
National Register of Historic Places. This
MRA includes 72 separate structures
and districts in Iron County.

Rudolf Ericson House

Joseph Harris House

According to the MRA, R. L. Selden
and his son William H. Selden began
exploration for iron ore along the Maple
River in 1880. They found enough ore
that, at the end of the year, they opened
the Iron River Mine (later renamed the
Riverton Mine) on the east bank of the
river. William Selden quickly convinced
the Chicago and Northwestern Railroad
run a line from nearby Stager to the
area, and at the same time the brothers
Donald C. and Alexander MacKinnon
platted a village on the west bank of
the Maple (now the Iron) River which
became the settlement of Iron River.
In the City, there are a number of
properties that included in the MRA and
many of these are noted on the map
entitled, “Historic Iron River.” These
properties provide context to the historic
development of the City as it evolved
as a mining community. A fair number
of the properties are located within
the former boundary of Iron River prior
the consolidation with Stambaugh and
Mineral Hills. An example is the Rudolf
Ericson House (see photo), who was the
Superintendent of the Davidison Ore
Mining Company.
There is a cluster of properties in the
former Village of Stambaugh, such as
the Joseph Harris House (see photo),
located at 615 Washington Street.
In Mineral Hills there is the James Mine
Historic District which includes the
former mine pump house, blacksmith
shop, engine house, residential
homes, and the Mineral Hills Village
Hall. According to the MRA, the
James Mine Historic District is a wellpreserved example of a mining company
settlement.
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MAP 4: HISTORIC IRON RIVER
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5

Community Services & Facilities

A wide range of public services is one
of the primary differences between the
municipal corporation of the City of
Iron River and a township. City-provided
services include trash collection, local
streets, water, and policing to county
services like road maintenance and
third-party utilities like power and cable.
One benefit of consolidation to the city
was the increased efficiencies in service
provision resulting from elimination of
numerous service providers filling the
same roles in adjacent jurisdictions.
Municipal services provided by the
original City of Iron River now extend to
the Old Stambaugh as well as outlying
areas of Old Mineral Hills. This poses
some challenges in equal coverage, but
overall, city facilities are set up well to
handle the task.

GENERAL GOVERNMENT
The City of Iron River is a home-rule
charter city operating under a councilmanager form of government with
a five-member City Council that
meets once a month. The following
commissions and committees are
responsible for particular aspects of city
government:
»

Board of Review: state-mandated
appointed body that meets at least
annually to reevaluate property tax
assessments upon the requests of
individual taxpayers.

»

Brownfield Authority

»

Compensation Commission

»

Downtown Development
Authority: meets monthly.

»

Housing Commission:
independently responsible for
HUD-certified housing structures
in the City.

»

Planning Commission: formed
under the Michigan Planning
Enabling Act of 2008 and is
responsible for developing this
Master Plan, as well as zoning;
meets monthly.

»

West Iron County Fire Board:
independently oversees the
West Iron County Volunteer
Fire Department; the City is
represented along with adjacent
townships.

»

West Iron District Library Board:
meets monthly to independently
administer the West Iron District
Library; includes representatives
of each local government in the
district, including the City.

»

West Iron County Sewer
Authority: operates and
administers the sanitary sewer
system in Iron River and
surrounding communities; the City
is a member with majority use,
but, following consolidation, not
majority representation.

»

Zoning Board of Appeals: meets
as needed.

Iron River City Hall, the headquarters of
the city government, is located at 106
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West Genesee Street in downtown Iron
River. This is the location of several city
offices: Assessor, Clerk, Manager, Police,
and Treasurer. The building, constructed
in 1914, is three stories high and built
of red brick and sandstone. The building
was added to the National Register of
Historic Places on December 22, 1983.

CITY-PROVIDED SERVICES AND
FACILITIES
Police
The Iron River Police Department
provides police coverage 20 hours a day
with a staff of four full-time and three
part-time officers. In July 2013, the
department was revised from six officers
for budgetary reasons. The department
is housed in City Hall. Other police
agencies providing coverage in and near
the city are the Iron County Sheriff’s
Department, based in Crystal Falls;
Michigan State Police, with a post in
Iron Mountain; and the Caspian-Gaastra
Police Department.

Public Works
The Department of Public Works is
located at 1701 Washington Avenue.
Responsibilities of the department
include: maintenance of roads, water
distribution, well and tank maintenance,
meter reading, sewer collection system,
lift station, pump maintenance, parks
and recreation, grass cutting, truck and
equipment maintenance and repair.
The department also provides building
maintenance and repair, cemetery
maintenance, compost collection,
Christmas decorations, Christmas tree
collection, snowplowing including parking
lots, and salting and sanding.

Solid Waste Collection and
Recycling
The city contracts with Great American
Disposal for solid waste services.
Customers are billed monthly for pickup
up to a maximum amount, after which
additional fees must be paid per bag. A

Iron River City Hall.

closed solid waste landfill is located at
the extreme northeast corner of the city.

Water and Sewer
The Water and Sewer Department is
responsible for these utilities within the
city, though sanitary sewer service is
provided by the West Iron County Sewer
Authority (see below). The water and
sanitary sewer systems are stable and
provide sufficient capacity for foreseeable
growth. However, parts of the system are
over 100 years old and will need major
maintenance and replacements in the
coming years. The Department of Public
Works is responsible for maintaining the
storm sewer system that serves areas of
concentrated development within the city.

Industrial Park
The Iron River Industrial Park is located
on the north side of West Adams Street/
U.S. 2 just west of downtown. The park
is 77 acres in area and has four tenants
at the time of plan development.
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OTHER EMERGENCY AND
MEDICAL SERVICES
Ambulance

The main hospital offers 25 inpatient
beds, including three intensive care
beds; six outpatient beds; two operating
room suites; an emergency department
and walk-in clinic; and a variety of
diagnostic services. The health system
employs 18 active and 34 consulting
physicians.

Ambulance service in the city and region
is provided on a 24-hour emergency
basis by NORTHSTAR Health System
EMS, based in Iron River. The service
employs professionally trained staff
members: Paramedics certified in
Advanced Cardiac Life Support, Pediatric
Advanced Life Support, First Trauma
Care as well as Emergency Medical
Technicians (EMT’s) certified in Basic
Life Support and trained in First Trauma
Care. Fully equipped Advanced Life
Support ambulances are maintained in
Iron River and Crystal Falls.

UTILITIES

Fire

AT&T

The West Iron County Volunteer Fire
Department is located in the city at 640
North 9th Avenue. The department
provides fire response to an area of 569
square miles in the western part of the
county and has a staff of approximately
35. A fire siren is located on Iron River
City Hall.

AT&T provides voice telephone service
and DSL broadband internet within the
city.

Nearby is the Caspian-Gaastra Volunteer
Fire Department, which provides fire
response to those two cities and has
approximately the same level of staffing
as West Iron County Volunteer Fire
Department. The two departments,
as well as three others in the county
and others in surrounding areas, have
mutual aid agreements to bolster each
other’s capacity.

Fast-Air Internet, Inc. is a broadband
provider within the city that utilizes fixed
wireless technology to broadcast signals
between access points on local towers
and residential subscriber units. Service
is available anywhere there is a line of
sight between a tower and a subscriber
location.

Hospitals

Iron River Co-Op TV is the only cable
provider in the city and offers digital
telephone and broadband internet
service in addition to television.

NORTHSTAR Health System (acquired in
2014 by Aspirus of Wausau, Wisconsin)
has its main hospital facility located at
1400 Ice Lake Road near the eastern
border of the city. Specialized services
and a clinic operate in adjacent
buildings and off-site at 927 Riverside
Avenue and 229 West Genesee Street.
Clinics are also located in Crystal Falls,
Marenisco, and Bates locations.
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Two unaffiliated medical clinics are
available in the city: Marquette Medical
Clinic and Hilltop Clinic. Also located
in the city is the Iron River (long-term)
Care Center, with 69 staffed beds.
Regional medical centers are located in
Marquette, Michigan and in Wausau
and Green Bay, Wisconsin.

DTE Energy
DTE is the natural gas utility in the city.

Fast-Air Internet, Inc.

Iron River Co-Op TV

Upper Peninsula Power Company
(UPPCO) and We Energies
UPPCO and We Energies are electrical
utilities operating within the city.

West Iron County Sewer Authority
(WICSA)
WICSA is based in Caspian and operates
the municipal sanitary sewer system in
Iron River and the surrounding area.

OTHER SERVICES AND
FACILITIES WITHIN CITY
Dickinson-Iron District Health
Department
One of the Health Department’s
two offices is located in Iron River
at 601 Washington Avenue. The
Health Department is responsible
for community health services,
such as immunizations and testing;
environmental health, including food
inspection; and preparedness for public
health emergencies.

Iron County Fairgrounds
The fairgrounds are located just north
of downtown. The fairgrounds host
several annual events including the Iron
County Fair and the Upper Peninsula
Championship Rodeo, both in summer.

Senior Centers
Dickinson-Iron Community Services
Agency (DICSA) operates the Iron River
Senior Center at 800 Fourth Avenue.
The center is open Monday through
Thursday.

United States Post Offices
The Iron River Post Office is located at
425 West Genesee Street. The building,
constructed in 1939 and renovated on
an ongoing basis, is a community focal
point – one of the most prominent and
attractive buildings in the downtown
area; contemporary but with a historic
design. Stambaugh has also retained
a unique ZIP code and a Post Office
located at 201 Washington Avenue.

The Iron River Post Office demonstrates downtown’s aesthetic
potential.

West Iron County Schools
The school district covers roughly the
west half of Iron County, an area of
approximately 560 square miles. The
district was consolidated in 1967
from the districts of Bates Township,
Iron River, and Stambaugh Township.
Today the district has three facilities,
all of which are located within the
city: Stambaugh Elementary, 700
Washington Avenue; the Junior/Senior
High School, 701 Garfield Avenue;
and the Community Schools and
Administration offices, 601 Garfield
Avenue.

West Iron District Library
At 116 West Genesee Street, the library
is located in an existing building to
which it moved from City Hall in 1995.
The building was expanded in 2008
to offer enlarged collections areas and
program space as well as a computer
room. An outdoor courtyard is planned
for the future.
The library district includes the cities of
Iron River, Caspian, and Gaastra, as well
as Iron River, Stambaugh, and Bates
Townships.
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OTHER REGIONAL SERVICES
AND AGENCIES
Dickinson-Iron Community
Services Agency
DICSA is a Community Action Agency
formed under federal law to administer
programs promoting self-sufficiency
of those in the community. Programs
include housing assistance, food
assistance, and transportation. Within
the City of Iron River, many of these
services are operated through the senior
center. DICSA’s main office is located in
Iron Mountain, but the agency serves
both Dickinson and Iron Counties.
DICSA is operated by U.P. Community
Services, Inc.

Dickinson-Iron Intermediate
School District (ISD)
Intermediate School Districts in Michigan
are special district governments that
provide supporting programs and
services for local school districts. Iron
County is paired with Dickinson County
in its ISD, and the main office is located
in Kingsford.

Michigan State University
Extension
The Extension provides a wide
variety of programs and services
to counties throughout the state,
covering topics from agriculture to
economic development. The 4-H youth
development organization is one of
the Extension’s best-known and most
popular functions. Iron County is
located in Region 1, which covers the
western half of the Upper Peninsula.
The county’s 4-H coordinator is based in
the Iron County Courthouse in Crystal
Falls.
Each county has access to all Extension
services throughout its region, but
counties have some flexibility in
selecting which service(s) are based
locally. In order to maintain services,
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counties must appropriate funds in
amounts set by the Extension. Currently
Iron County receives services from a
4-H coordinator shared with Dickinson
County, as well as various education
programs.

United States Forest Service
(USFS) – Ottawa National Forest
– Iron River Ranger District
The United States Forest Service, an
agency of the United States Department
of Agriculture, administers 155 national
forests in the United States. One of two
national forests in the Upper Peninsula,
the Ottawa National Forest is made
up of nearly one million acres of land
spread over five counties in the Western
Upper Peninsula and Marquette County
to the east. The forest is administered by
five ranger districts, one of which is the
Iron River Ranger District. The office of
the Iron River district is combined with
that of the Watersmeet Ranger District
and is located in Watersmeet.
Though the City of Iron River itself is
outside the Ottawa National Forest
boundary, a substantial share of the
forest’s public land is located in western
Iron County and can be accessed a
short drive west of the city. Numerous
national forest campgrounds and access
sites are located throughout the county.

Western Upper Peninsula
Planning & Development Region
(WUPPDR)
WUPPDR is the State-Designated
Planning Region and federal Economic
Development District with which the
six Western Upper Peninsula counties,
including Iron County, are affiliated.
WUPPDR has a mission to foster stable
and diversified economies in the
Western Upper Peninsula. The agency
is available to provide various forms of
technical assistance and information
services within the Iron River area.
WUPPDR’s office is in Hancock.

Joint Public Building Restoration
Administrative Board - The
Windsor Center
The Windsor Center is the former West
Iron County Public Schools Middle
School, West Iron County Public Schools
High School, and the Iron River Public
Schools High School depending on years
of attendance. In 2009, the West Iron
County Public School District closed the
building due to financial constraints.
The municipalities of Stambaugh
Township, Bates Township, Iron River

Township and the City of Iron River
pulled their resources to maintain and
operate the building as a business and
recreation center. Shortly thereafter,
these units of government formed the
Joint Public Building Restoration Board,
a non-profit authority, to run the facility.
Today, the buildings has 25 classrooms,
a gymnasium, cafeteria, bocce courts
and an auditorium which seats 400
people. The building is named after
Pearl Windsor, the first Upper Peninsula
woman superintendent.

The Windsor Center
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Transportation

Numerous entities provide transportation
services in the City of Iron River. Some of
these are operated and partially funded
locally, whereas others operate at the
state and federal levels. The entities and
services are listed below.

PUBLIC TRANSIT
Iron County has no dedicated
public transit service. However, U.P.
Community Serves, Inc., operating as
Dickinson-Iron Community Services
Agency (DICSA), offers limited service
to senior citizens and persons with
disabilities in and around Iron River.
Operating out of the Iron River Senior
Center (see description in next section),
DICSA offers wheelchair-capable
demand-response transportation 7
½ hours daily from Monday through
Thursday. A trip from Iron River to Iron
Mountain is offered once a month.
State-subsidized intercity bus
transportation is provided within the
City of Iron River by Indian Trails. The
route travels along U.S. 2 through the
city, terminating at Ironwood to the
west and Escanaba to the east, with
one daily stop in each direction at
the Iron Inn Motel. From Ironwood, a
connection can be made to Duluth,
and from Escanaba, connections can
be made south into Wisconsin and east
to St. Ignace and ultimately the Lower
Peninsula of Michigan.
Iron County has no local taxi service.
The nearest cab companies are located
in Eagle River, Wisconsin; Iron Mountain;
and Kingsford.

Operating a reliable public transit
network that takes residents to
major places of employment is
expensive. However, car ownership is
a private expense that many cannot
afford. According to the Center for
Neighborhood Technology, 100% of
households spend more than 29%
of their income on transportation
costs, with an average of 34% per
household. This is more than double
the recommended 15% of income
spend on transportation, highlighting
the significant need for transportation
alternatives.

AIRPORTS
The Stambaugh Airport, a general
aviation airport owned by Iron County,
is located at 303 Selden Road. The
airport is open to the public with no
landing fee. Both runways, each 2,000
feet in length, are in poor condition. The
airport is unstaffed and un-towered.
The nearest airport with commercial
passenger service and freight service
is Ford Airport in Kingsford, which
is a 46-mile drive southeast from
Iron River. SkyWest Airlines operates
Delta flights on regional jet aircraft
to and from Minneapolis with two
arrivals and two departures daily. One
of each of these includes a stop in
Rhinelander, Wisconsin. Minneapolis
offers connecting flights to hundreds of
airports in the United States and abroad.
SkyWest operates under a two- year
contract for subsidies from the federal
Essential Air Service program.
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RAIL
The city is no longer served by freight or
passenger rail. The city previously had
access northwest through Watersmeet,
Marenisco, and Ironwood; southeast
through Stager, Iron Mountain, Powers,
and Escanaba; and south to Green Bay,
Wisconsin. Rail remains in service from
Amasa, in central Iron County, east and
south to Green Bay. This line serves an
industrial park in Amasa and is used
to export finished sports flooring. In a
2013 Michigan Technological University
study, Amasa was among three
potential locations researched for a
regional multi-modal “transload” facility
to combine long-distance rail and shorthaul truck freight transportation. Such a
facility would serve much of the Upper
Peninsula.

ROADS
Overview
In Michigan, road funding and
classification is dictated by Act 51
of 1951. Under Act 51, revenue
streams dedicated to roads flow into
the Michigan Transportation Fund
(MTF). Most of the MTF goes into
the road system. This road system
funding is separated into three funding
allocations: The Michigan Department
of Transportation (MDOT) receives 39
percent, county road commissions or
departments receive 39 percent, and
cities and villages receive the remainder.

State Roads
MDOT is responsible for road
construction and maintenance of
roads under its jurisdiction, which are
collectively referred to as the state
trunkline. This system is comprised
of state and federal highways that
account for 8 percent of Michigan’s
road network but carry the vast
majority of traffic in the state. The most
economically important parts of the
state trunkline are designated as the
Primary Commercial Network (PCN).
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U.S. Highway 2, part of the PCN, is the
main trunkline route passing through
the city. Nationally, U.S. 2 is made up of
two disconnected segments, with Iron
River located on the western segment.
The western segment terminates near
Seattle, Washington, on the west, and
at St. Ignace, Michigan, on the east. U.S.
2, also known as West Adams Street, is
the focus of commercial development
in the city and carries large volumes of
local and thru traffic. MDOT’s annual
average daily traffic (AADT) counts for
the two segments of U.S. 2 entirely
within the City of Iron River were 4,357
and 6,848 in 2019.
The other state trunkline route within
the city is Michigan Highway 189 (M189), or Selden Road, a minor arterial
that runs south from downtown Iron
River, skirts the west border of the
City of Caspian, and continues to the
Wisconsin state border. M-189 reported
4,565 annual average daily traffic
(AADT) in 2019. Just west of the city,
M-73 runs southwest from U.S. 2 to the
Wisconsin border.

County Roads
Road Commissions in Michigan are
municipal corporations that, in most
counties, have the responsibility to
maintain county primary and local roads
outside of municipalities. Counties that
do not have road commissions take on
these responsibilities within the general
county government. In most counties
that have road commissions, including
Iron County, the road commission
conducts winter maintenance on the
state trunkline for reimbursement under
contract with the State of Michigan.
The Iron County Road Commission is
located at 800 West Franklin Street in
Iron River. The Commission maintains
270 primary and 363 local roads,
amounting to 224 lane miles. Roads
within the city are not part of the county
roads system.

City Streets
Under Act 51, cities and villages must
designate a system of “major streets”
which is then approved by the state
highway commissioner. Other, lowerpriority city and village streets are
considered “local streets.” The City of
Iron River’s major streets are:
»

Mineral and Lay Avenues; portions
of 9th, Lincoln/Stambaugh, and
Washington Avenues

»

Forbes, Homer, Hunter, Ice Lake,
Lalley, and River Roads; portions of
Dober Mine Road

»

Allen, Franklin, West Cayuga, 1st,
2nd, 3rd, 4th, and 5th Streets;
portions of 6th, 7th, 8th, Amber,
Cherry, Coolidge, Division, and
Genesee Streets

The City of Iron River Department of
Public Works is responsible for plowing
and maintaining all city streets.

Complete Streets
According to MDOT, Michigan Public
Act (PA) 135 of 2010, a Complete Street
provides “appropriate access to all legal
users in a manner that promotes safe
and efficient movement of people and
goods whether by car, truck, transit,
assistive device, foot or bicycle.”
A Complete Street is comprised of
several interlocking components that
provide transportation options for
pedestrian and vehicular traffic. These
include sidewalks dedicated bike lanes,
active roadway, safe crosswalks, a
planting strip for street trees, light
fixtures, and signs, and adjacent green
spaces, such as a lawn area.
Local streets within the City of Iron River
have many of these distinct elements.
However, there are some streets within
the three major neighborhoods (Iron
River, Stambaugh, and Mineral Hills)
which lack sidewalks and clearly marked
crosswalks, especially in where business
districts and residential areas converge.

One element in the Complete Streets
profile that is gaining wider acceptance
are provisions for biking. Bicycling is
increasing in popularity, and a walkable
community like Iron River, with access
to many community facilities, is well
positioned to encourage this activity.
The local Capital Improvements Program
should include an assessment of where
sidewalks are lacking, major streets
that could accomodate dedicated
stripped bike lanes, and opportunities to
continue the City’s non-motorized trail
system. Some of these proposed street
modifications can be funded through
Act 51 local street funding.

Federal Classification
Roads in the city are also classified
federally according to the National
Functional Classification (NFC)
developed by the Federal Highway
Administration. NFC includes four
hierarchical categories based on road
function and depending mainly on
mobility factors such as trip generation
and destination types. Highest in the
hierarchy is Principal Arterial, which
includes major state trunkline routes
and surface streets. Below this are Minor
Arterial, which is similar to Principal but
carries shorter-distance trips to and from
lower-volume generators; Collector,
which funnels to arterials and provide
greater access to individual properties;
and Local, which mainly provides access
to individual properties. In urban areas,
only 5 to 10 percent of roadway miles
are targeted to be Principal Arterial,
whereas 65 to 80 percent are targeted
to be Local.
Principal Arterials, Minor Arterials, and
Collectors within the city are designated
Federal-Aid roads, which means they
are eligible for funding under federal
transportation programs. Of the 41.6
miles of public roads in the city, 7.9
miles are Federal-Aid roads, and the
remainder are designated Local and not
eligible.
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The city’s Federal-Aid roads are shown
in the Map “National Functional
Classification.”

Character and Issues
The network of streets within the city is
somewhat unusual in that many streets
run long distances through minimally
developed areas – partially a result of
the city’s consolidation, which added
not only the core of Old Stambaugh
but also large peripheral areas. Mineral
Hills, in particular, is almost entirely rural
in character, and the former village’s
incorporated area accounts for a high
disproportionate share of city land in
relation to population.
Funding and management of city road
infrastructure under consolidation has
been an ongoing problem – and one
exacerbated by state-level funding
shortages. As a result, one of area
residents’ most frequent complaints
is that many roads under the City of
Iron River’s jurisdiction are in very poor
condition. Road construction is more
expensive than commonly perceived,
and the city’s capacity for raising local
funding is limited by low property
values. As funds originating both locally
and from the state have diminished,
even basic maintenance has become
difficult to keep up with. Furthermore,
clay-based soils underlying roads in the
city lead to subsidence of concrete upon
which blacktop is layered. Deteriorating
infrastructure hurts public morale
and impedes much-needed economic
development. MDOT provides Pavement
Asset Surface Evaluation Ratings (PASER)
for selected federal-aid roads in the city.
Many streets around central Iron River
have pavement in fair or poor condition.
Unfortunately, there is no easy solution
to the problem of road funding and
maintenance. Significant disinvestment
throughout the years has led to
declining road conditions and recent
increases in funding will take years to
improve road conditions. The root of

this problem is common to the entire
United States: Improved vehicle gas
mileage has reduced the volume of fuel
purchased and thus reduced the amount
of sales and gasoline tax collected.
Furthermore, fewer new automobiles
are being sold as people keep their
vehicles longer than in the past, and this
reduces registration fee revenues. Many
states have revamped their tax and fee
structures to address these problems. In
Michigan, the state increased the gas
tax in 2017, and in 2019, increased gas
taxes were suggested but not passed.

TRAIL ROUTES
The city is traversed by three district
trails systems which include the Falls
to State Line Trail, the Crystal Falls to
Iron River Trail, and the Apple Blossom
Trail. The State Line Trail is 107 miles
long running from Tyran, Michigan
to Wakefield, Michigan. The trail
is designated for horseback riding,
snowmobiling, mountain bikes, and
walking.
The Crystal Falls to Iron River Trail
is approximately 25 miles long and
connects with the Crystal Falls to Stager
Trail. The trail passes by Mud Lake, First
Lake, Anderson Lake, Lake Emily, and
Wagner Lake before entering the City

Certain streets in the city’s less-populated neighborhoods – here
Mineral Hills – are in particularly poor condition.
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of Iron River by Iris Street. The State Line
Trail and Crystal Falls to Iron River Trail
converge within the City.
The Apple Blossom Trail runs along the
Iron River and connects Nanimo Park in
Iron River to the Village of Caspian.
The presence of three trails traversing
through the City is an advantage to the
community and local businesses. Trail
users often plan their excursions around
areas of interest and places to stop,
relax, and eat.

The existing trail system is a major asset
to the City.

MAP 8: REGIONAL TRAIL NETWORK

Source: MDOT Trails
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MAP 9: REGIONAL RECREATION RESOURCES
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7

Recreation

Iron County is well known for its
outdoor recreational opportunities, and
the City of Iron River is no exception.
The city has a 2 ½-mile paved, nonmotorized trail, the “Apple Blossom
Trail,” along the Iron River. The trail
meets the principles of “universal
design” to satisfy the needs of all
users. The Iron River has a reputation
of being a high-quality trout stream
and has received “Better Fishing
Waters” designation for brook trout by
the Michigan Department of Natural
Resources. The city also owns and
operates a campground and many
parks within the city limits. Finally, the
city is traversed by a multi-use trail and
(through part of the city) the separate
non-motorized Apple Blossom Trail.

Respondents to the survey conducted
during development of this Master Plan
indicated great support for public parks
development, with 65 percent strongly
in favor and only 4 percent opposed.
Recreation facilities (Table 5), goals, and
planned improvements are laid out in
the city’s 2011- 2016 Recreation Plan.
Selected information is provided in the
table “City of Iron River Recreation
Inventory” on the following page.

GOALS AND OBJECTIVES
As described in the “Previous Plans”
section of this document, the City of
Iron River 2011- 2016 Recreation Plan
defines four manageable goals for
recreation development:

The Apple Blossom Trail is one of the city’s recreation assets.
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TABLE 5: CITY OF IRON RIVER RECREATION INVENTORY
Site

Type

Ownership

Facilities

Area Accessibility

Stadium

City

Playground, multi-field,
lighted tennis courts,
concession stand, picnic
areas

Bachman Park

Local Park

City

Ball field, tennis courts,
basketball court,
playground

3
acres

2

Ice Lake Park

Local Park

City

Shelter, restrooms, picnic
facilities, swimming,
fishing, boating

2.5
acres

2

RV & Trailer
Park

Campground

City

Campsites (32) & fishing

8.78
acres

3

Local Park

City

Restrooms, playground,
fishing, picnic facilities

2.5
acres

2

Iron County
Armory

Indoor

State

Snack bar, restrooms,
multi-use room

3
acres

3

Iron County
Fairgrounds

Fairgrounds

County

Grandstand, exhibition
buildings, restrooms

30
acres

3

Indoor

City

Snack bar, restrooms

1 acre

3

Forbes Field

Local Park

City

Softball field

1 acre

3

Skate Park

Local Park

City

Skate park equipment

9,500
sq. ft.

3

Apple
Blossom Trail

Local Park

City

Hiking & biking trail

0.78
acres

5

“The Trailings”
Disc Golf Course

Local Park

City

Disc Golf Course

6,340
ft. long

2

Indoor

City

Tourist information

Nelson Field

Nanaimo Park

Senior Center

Chamber of
Commerce

17.47
acres

3

3

Accessibility Code
1. None of the facilities / park areas meet accessibility guidelines.
2. Some of the facilities / park areas meet accessibility guidelines
3. Most of the facilities / park areas meet accessibility guidelines
4. The entire park meets accessibility guidelines.
5. The entire park was developed / renovated using the principles of universal design.
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1. To continue at least the present
level of recreational facilities
and programs in the community
proportionate to the city’s level of
population and financial ability.
2. To conserve land and water
resources within the city limits to
the extent that it is possible, and
to cooperate with other units to
do the same, so as to provide
future generations the continued
use and enjoyment of these
resources.
3. To provide as wide a spectrum of
recreational opportunities to all
age groups in the city, as available
resources will permit.
4. To develop goals and objectives,
and maintain a schedule for
their implementation with the
allocation of such resources as
may be available from time to
time, for this purpose.

OTHER AREA FACILITIES
Located near the far southeast corner
of the Ottawa National Forest, the
City of Iron River can be considered a
gateway to this million-acre paradise
for activities such as boating, camping,
fishing, hiking, hunting, kayaking, and
many others. The Ottawa National
Forest contains over 20 campgrounds
offering hundreds of campsites, as well
as dozens of other recreation facilities
including picnic areas, boat launches,
and hiking and ski trails. Across the
Michigan/Wisconsin border, the Nicolet
National Forest offers similar amenities.
The Michigan Department of Natural
Resources owns and administers several
boat launches near the city. Two
townships and Iron County also operate
parks near the city.

For this Master Plan, other priorities
are to promote riverfront development,
extend and fully connect the Apple
Blossom Trail, and work with Trout
Unlimited for river habitat improvement
and promotion. Proposed recreation
improvements for the purpose of
economic development are presented in
the following chapter.
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FIGURE 11: IRON COUNTY BASE SECTOR ANALYSIS
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Economic Development

Iron River’s economy has changed
drastically since modern settlement of
the area, but the economy has always
been heavily resource-based. Iron
mining was predominant in decades
around the turn of the 20th century.
More recently, forestry has overtaken
mining, though the direct economic
impact of forestry through jobs and
earnings is relatively low compared
to other industries. Tourism, another
industry reliant on natural resources, has
also taken on an important role. Tourism
is part of the broader services industries
and represents the shift away from its
original economy based on extraction
and production. Another example of
the shift to a service-based economy
is healthcare and social services
employment, a sector that is projected
to grow statewide as residents age.

THE CITY OF IRON RIVER’S
WORKFORCE
The greatest proportion of workers was
nearly tied between educational services
and health care & social assistance
and retail, both service-based sectors.
Together, they employ about half of
the city’s workers. The city’s original
employment sectors, forestry, mining,
and later manufacturing employ less
than 10% of workers. The sector
“Information” saw a large jump as did
“other services,” and “construction.”
This trend toward service-based work
is not unique to the Upper Peninsula as
employment data shows that it is has
been happening on a national level for
decades.

The largest employers in Iron County,
based on 2015 data by the Northern
Michigan University Center for
Rural Community and Economic
Development, represent mixed and
growing employment opportunities:
recreation, education, services, retail,
and construction. Despite those jobs
staying relatively constant, the most
mentioned “weaknesses” in the
stakeholder survey were “no goodpaying jobs,” “no young workers,” and
“skilled labor.” Unsurprisingly, these
three responses are related. If the youth
perceive there are no good jobs, then
they will leave to be trained and/or
educated elsewhere. The existing skilled
labor is waning as the labor force ages
and retires. With a lack of young people
to train and shrinking skill base to
employ, a considerable portion of jobs
will be low-skill and therefore low-wage.
A lack of qualified employees for higher
skilled jobs is one of the city’s challenges.
Highly trained, skilled, and educated
employees are essential for supporting
the local current economy and its
future growth. The table “Workforce
Qualifications” shows Iron River’s current
and recommended qualifications of a
workforce by occupational category.
Estimated workers are the number of
Iron River residents working in each of
the five occupational groups at each
educational level, and the recommended
number of workers is based on national
averages. As shown, Iron River lacks
workers that have some college
experience or more and has an excess of
lower-skilled workers.
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TABLE 6: INDUSTRIES IN THE CITY OF IRON RIVER
Occupation
(Employed civilians 16 years and over)

# Employed, % Employed, # Employed, % Employed,
2018
2018
2012
2012
1,256

51%

1,092

41%

6

0.5

10

0.9

Construction

152

12.1

45

4.1

Manufacturing

104

8.3

92

8.4

5

0.4

31

2.8

Retail Trade

276

22.0

173

15.8

Transportation and warehousing, and utilities

64

5.1

19

1.7

Information

63

5.0

20

1.8

Finance, insurance, real estate, and rental and leasing

30

2.4

74

6.8

Professional, scientific, management, administrative,
and waste management

45

3.6

105

9.6

Educational services, health care, and social assistance

280

22.3

267

24.5

Arts, entertainment, recreation, accommodation, and
food services

61

4.9

125

11.4

Other services, except public administration

123

9.8

70

6.4

Public administration

47

3.7

61

5.6

Agriculture, forestry, fishing, hunting, and mining

Wholesale Trade

Source: ACS 5-year estimates 2014-2018, 2007-2012

TABLE 7: IRON COUNTY’S LARGEST EMPLOYERS
Company/Entity

# Employed, 2015

# Employed, 2011

Iron County Medical Facility (+)

344

310

Ski Brule (+)

150

113

Oldenburg Group (-)

149

166

Connor-AGA Sports Flooring (+)

129

108

Aramark (+)

103

89

Angeli Foods Company (+)

102

90

West Iron County Public School (-)

100

110

Krist Oil, Co (-)

73

128

Iron River Care Center (+)

71

70

Forest Park School District (-)

53

80

Global Response North Corp

44

--

1,318

1,284

Total

Source: Northern Michigan University Center for Rural Community and Economic Development
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TABLE 8: WORKFORCE QUALIFICATIONS
Occupation

Less than
H.S.

H.S. Diploma

Some
College

Bachelors

Advanced
Degree

Total

Management, business, science, and arts
Estimated workers

10

76

77

74

65

302

Recommended workers

3

19

49

82

98

251

Balance

7

57

28

-8

-33

50

Estimated workers

32

127

68

18

3

249

Recommended workers

29

86

114

52

13

294

Balance

4

42

-46

-35

-10

-45

Estimated workers

15

128

81

28

5

258

Recommended workers

9

62

96

59

15

241

Balance

5

67

-15

-31

-10

16

Service

Sales and office

Natural resources, construction, and maintenance
Estimated workers

33

90

27

4

0

153

Recommended workers

41

86

64

15

3

208

Balance

-8

4

-37

-11

-2

-54

Production, transportation, and material moving
Estimated workers

37

133

42

7

1

221

Recommended workers

29

77

60

19

4

189

Balance

9

56

-18

-11

-3

32

Estimated workers

127

555

295

131

76

1183

Recommended workers

111

330

383

227

133

1184

Balance

16

225

-88

-96

-58

-1

Total

Source: ACS 5-year estimates 2014-2018
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The lack of jobs for highly educated
workers and the lack of highly educated
workers is self-compounding, meaning
that as one decreases (available jobs or
available workers) the other follows.
Interrupting and reversing this cycle is
a function of training local workers for
the jobs available in the area. The city’s
role in this mismatch is to help connect
students and workers to employers,
and help employers and the education
system to develop programs that
invest in the local workforce through
internships, apprenticeships, and higher
education.
The COVID-19 pandemic had significant
impacts on where and how local
workforce perform and choose jobs.
Remote work presents an opportunity
for Iron River to attract highly educated
or other high-earning populations to
the City without necessarily having to
provide job opportunities locally. Being
a desirable place to live is an economic
development strategy. In that sense,
economic development for the modern
economy can focus on a diversified
housing stock, providing desirable
amenities, providing improvements to
infrastructure (broadband), and pursuing
residents that have moved away
through marketing campaigns.

ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT
STRATEGIES
Workforce Housing
The commuting patterns of workers
and residents of the city are useful in
assessing the city’s role in the regional
economy. Of the 1,524 employees who
work in the city, the vast majority (75%)
are commuters who live outside the city,
whereas only 382 (25.1 percent) are city
residents. Commuting patterns illustrate
Iron River’s role as a commuter-reliant
employment hub.
The large number of commuters into
the City indicates lack of available,
affordable, or desirable housing for
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the workforce. A critical component
of expanding commercial activity is
developing enough quality and variety
of housing types for workers within
their price range. Without sufficient
multi-family or attainable single-family
options, it can be especially challenging
for young workers to transition into
homeownership without adequate
rental units to house them until they can
afford a home. Therefore, it is important
to recognize that the housing market is
closely tied to economic development,
and that expanding the number and
diversity of housing types is another way
to support the workforce and attract
new residents.

Assets and Amenities
Iron River’s pristine location in
Michigan’s Upper Peninsula contributes
to the City’s assets and amenities,
including the historic downtown,
industrial sector, and recreation.
Leveraging these assets is a part of the
economic development strategy.
Historic Downtown
Iron River’s historic downtown is the
main commercial area of the City.
In 1980, Iron River established a
Downtown Development Authority
(DDA) that encompasses Genesee
Street. In the revised 2008 DDA and TIF
Plan, the goals of the DDA were to:
»

Support and rehabilitate City
services within the DDA;

»

Improve the greenbelt;

»

Rehabilitate and acquire property
in the DDA to support business
development;

»

Improve streetscapes, façade, and
develop a rental rehabilitation
program;

»

Implement the 2006 Hyett Palma
Cool Cities Blueprint; and

»

Maintain financial sustainability.

As of 2021, the largest expenditures
of the DDA are loans for the Apple
Blossom (an affordable housing
development targeting the chronically
homeless, special needs, and those who
have experienced domestic violence)
and administrative costs. The DDA
offers funds for façade improvements
and entrepreneurship training and
assistance. DDA grants of up to $2,500
are available for façade improvements
and $3,500 are available for
entrepreneurs that move into a building
within the Central Business District.
The DDA should continue to evaluate
if these programs are producing the
desired results of improved facades
and new business starts. If not, it is
time to boost funding or reconsider
the criteria for granting these funds. In
the meantime, the City and DDA can
develop design standards to keep the
building stock high-quality and with a
cohesive look.
A critical component of a thriving and
healthy downtown is high occupancy
rates and active street life. To reduce the
number of vacancies, the DDA could
actively work with property owners to
identify barriers to tenant occupation,
facilitate rehabilitation of historic
buildings, and target recruitment of
specific businesses that activate the
downtown; for example, establishments
that create a “second shift” for the
downtown (open past 5 p.m.).
According to ESRI’s Business summary
there are 200 businesses in Iron River,
78 of which are retail businesses. The
retail sectors where demand for goods
is higher than the supply suggests which
commercial enterprises could open
and succeed in Iron River. For example,
according to the Business Summary,
there are no clothing stores in Iron River;
yet, in 2020 there was demand for $1.3
million dollars of clothing among Iron
River’s population and a retail supply
of $0 dollars within the city limits,
indicating that the clothing needs of
residents are being met elsewhere or

online. Additionally, sporting goods,
hobby, book, and music stores are
missing in Iron River. The 2020 demand
for these goods totaled $741,756.
Given the outdoor recreation culture
of the area, a business focused on
recreation goods may be successful in
Iron River.
As the City and DDA pursue
development and new businesses it
is important to focus on clustering
businesses. Clustering enables foot
traffic, activity hot spots, and creates
an environment where people chose
to spend time. Therefore, equally as
important as recruiting businesses
with higher probability of success, is
matching them to the correct building
footprint. For example, downtown
businesses with a compact footprint
of 3,000 square feet are better suited
for experiential shopping than Big
Box stores designed for convenience.
Recruitment should focus larger building
footprints to other commercial corridors
so that the downtown businesses
are not broken up by large parking
lots or predominantly auto-friendly
configurations.
Additional support for businesses
include permitting outdoor dining,
streetscaping, and marketing businesses
downtown. There is also room to
update the Zoning Ordinance for
popular uses. Currently, the Iron River
Zoning Ordinance does not specify in
which zoning districts a microbrewery
or similar establishment would be
permitted. When permitting such a
use, the Planning Commission would
have to find a similar use to apply
regulations. Food and beverage
production is the closest use in the
Zoning Ordinance, which is permitted
in the industrial areas of the City. The
City could review its Zoning Ordinance
and adopt microbrewery regulations for
commercial areas. It is recommended
that the City adopt microbreweries,
distilleries, and cider mills as a special
land use in the Central Business District.
ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT | 61

TABLE 9: RETAIL LEAKAGE AND SURPLUS
Retail Category

Number of Businesses

Retail Gap

Motor Vehicle & Parts Dealers

6

$

447,794.00

Furniture & Home Furnishings
Stores

1

$

(175,310.00)

Electronics & Appliance Stores

2

$

(194,501.00)

Bldg. Materials, Garden Equip. &
Supply Stores

1

$

672,609.00

Food & Beverage Stores

2

$ (3,806,575.00)

Health & Personal Care Stores

4

$ (6,788,788.00)

Gasoline Stations

2

$

533,073.00

0

$

1,333,107.00

0

$

741,756.00

General Merchandise Stores

5

$

220,845.00

Miscellaneous Store Retailers

5

$

55,042.00

Nonstore Retailers

2

$

(491,506.00)

Food Services & Drinking Places

16

$ (2,362,253.00)

Clothing and Clothing
Accessories Stores
Sporting Goods, Hobby, Book,
and Music Stores

Source: Esri Positive Number indicates dollar leakage out of the market. Negative number indicates dollars coming
into the market.

Industrial Development
The City’s legacy of mining and material
extraction have contributed to a
strong identity of manufacturing and
industry in the City. But the decline of
manufacturing nationwide makes it
increasingly challenging to retain and
attract industry. With the passage of
The Michigan Regulation and Taxation
of Marihuana Act in 2018, marihuana
businesses are one strategy communities
can use to repurpose industrial
operations in the face of declining
traditional manufacturing. Vacant
industrial buildings have the space and
utilities required for marihuana growing
facilities. In 2021, Iron River opted into
allowing licensed marihuana facilities
within the City. In addition to increasing
commercial and industrial activity in
the City, the additional tax revenue
from adult use marihuana sales can
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support City services or other economic
development efforts discussed in this
section.

Infrastructure
In an increasingly digital world, made
even more critical due to the COVID-19
pandemic, a strong and reliable internet
connection is required for businesses
and residents to succeed. The lack of
broadband received the most votes for
a “threat” to the community’s progress.
Some providers offer fiber optic based
broadband which provides a fast and
reliable connection to the internet;
however, that coverage is spotty. The
Michigan Infrastructure Commission set
a goal to provide all Michigan residents
and businesses with speeds of at least
1gbps by 2026. Current broadband
width in Iron River range from 100mbps
(download) to 10mbps (download).
The goals set by the state present an

opportunity for additional state-aided
broadband development.
In order to entice business startups in the City and allow residents
to work remotely, the city should
pursue additional expansion of fiber
connections to cover all serviceable
areas.

Place-Based Marketing and
Tourism
State-wide tourists directly support
214,000 Michigan jobs and spend
over $20 billion dollars in the state
annually, roughly $200 per person. As
a big industry with a lot of potential for
growth, the city should pursue a placebased marketing strategy to attract
residents and tourists. Placed-based
marketing is the practice of promoting
the city’s assets and unique identity, for
example, the state’s “Pure Michigan”
campaign. Iron River’s strength as
a natural area with recreational
opportunities should be the focus of the
City’s placed-based marketing campaign,
because it highlights the unique assets of
the area, promotes tourism activities, and
can attract those looking for an outdoor
lifestyle. The natural areas, hiking and
biking trails, blue-ribbon trout streams,
and winter activities are all strong
candidates for promotion.
In addition to the recreational
opportunities, other tourism attractions
in the City include the championship
rodeo in July, which is the only
sanctioned professional rodeo in
Michigan. Events at the rodeo include
competitive roping, steer wrestling,
and barrel racing. According to event
organizers, the event has an annual
attendance of roughly 10,000 people.
The Michigan Association of Planning’s
“Master Planning for Tourism” is an
excellent resource for cities to first
determine what part of the tourism life
cycle they are in, to seek examples of
how to create a tourism plan that aligns
with the Master Plan, and what type

of impacts it has on the local economy.
With that type of information, the
city can develop brand materials such
as a distinct logo, color scheme, and
products that can supplement marketing
efforts and contribute to a collective
sense of place. Potential partners in
placed-based marketing and branding
efforts include the Michigan Economic
Development Corporation and the Iron
River Area Chamber of Commerce.

Butler’s Tourism Area Life Cycle
Model
Professor Richard W. Butler, a
geographer and professor of tourism,
came up with a model called Tourism
Area Life Cycle Model (TALC), which is
based on Product Life Cycle concept.
The model can be used to study tourist
attractions to see how they change over
time.
Butler’s Tourism Area Life Cycle Model
uses a graph to plot the different
stages in tourism development in
accordance with the x and y axis of time
and number of tourists respectively.
Butler’s model demonstrates 6 stages of
tourism development: Exploration stage,
Involvement stage, Development stage,
Consolidation Stage, Stagnation Stage,
and a Future Scenario Stage which
could either fall into the Decline Stage
or the Rejuvenation Stage.
Based on demographic and economic
information, Iron River falls in between
the Exploration and Involvement Stages
of the tourism life cycle model. The
table on the next page describes the
factors associated with each respective
life cycle stage.
The SWOT analysis described in Chapter
2 indicated that Iron River’s assets
included its natural resources, access to
recreation areas and waterways, and
availability of local and regional trails.
Similarly, the opportunities section
identified the need to leverage the
natural areas surrounding Iron River to
promote and build a tourism economy.
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The fundamental difference between
the Exploration and Involvement Stages
in the tourism cycle is the length of stay.
A community in the Exploration Stage
will see tourists making individual travel
arrangement with short stays. As a
community evolves into the Involvement
Stage, the length of stay becomes
longer and more regular. As a result,
local businesses can anticipate patterns
in tourist activities, and new businesses
will develop that respond to that influx
of disposable income.
The Involvement Stage will require a
strategic plan built around increasing
tourism. For example, the former
Cleveland Cliffs mining property that
connects Negaunee and Ishpeming in
Marquette County is used as a mountain

biking area. The County is recognized
nationally for its extensive mountain
biking trail system. Bike Magazine
features the Marquette mountain biking
guide and refers people where to stay,
eat, and shop while in the community.
Iron River has the same opportunities if
it strategically capitalizes on its natural
resource base.
A 4-hour drive time analysis indicates
the pool of residents and the amount
they spend on recreation-related
expenditures. The 4-hour drive
time would include all of the Upper
Peninsula, west to Duluth, MN, and
include the Wisconsin communities of
Eau Claire, Green Bay, Sheboygan and
the northern suburbs of Milwaukee.

TABLE 10: 4-HOUR DRIVE TIME FROM IRON RIVER
Population

2,826,170

Households

1,164,397

Median Income

Recreation-Related Items Only

$59,100

Per Capita

Estimated Expenditure

Docking and Landing Fees

$8.29

$9,647,576

Camp Fees

$24.86

$28,941,570

Payment on Boats/Trailers/Campers/RV’s

$58.20

$67,770,355

Rental of Boats/Trailers, Campers/RV’s

$15.34

$17,865,688

Exercise Equipment and Gear

$46.75

$54,430,759

Bicycles

$27.14

$31,596,986

Camping Equipment

$14.77

$17,198,107

Hunting and Fishing Equipment

$49.87

$58,073,339

Winter Sports Equipment

$4.99

$5,804,631

Water Sports Equipment

$10.48

$12,205,475

Rental/Repair of Recreation Equipment

$5.86

$6,610,167

Source: ERSI, 2019 Consumer Expenditure Survey, Bureau of Labor Statistics
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TABLE 11:TOURISM LIFE CYCLE DESCRIPTIONS

EXPLORATION STAGE

INVOLVEMENT STAGE

The exploration stage is characterized by small numbers of
tourists making individual travel arrangements and following
irregular visitation patterns.
They can also be expected to be non-local visitors who have
been attracted to the area by its unique or considerably different
natural and cultural features
At this time there would be no specific facilities provided for
visitors.
The use of local facilities and contact with local residents are
therefore likely to be high, which may itself be a significant
attraction to some visitors.
The physical fabric and social milieu of the area would be
unchanged by tourism, and the arrival and departure of tourists
would be of relatively little significance to the economic and
social life of the permanent residents
As numbers of visitors increase and assume some regularity,
some local residents will enter the involvement stage and begin
to provide facilities primarily or even exclusively for visitors.
Contact between visitors and locals can be expected to remain
high and, in fact, increase for those locals involved in catering
for visitors.
As this stage progresses, some advertising specifically to attract
tourists can be anticipated, and a basic initial market area for
visitors can be defined.
A tourist season can be expected to emerge and adjustments
will be made in the social pattern of at least those local residents
involved in tourism.
Some level of organization in tourist travel arrangements can
be expected and the first pressures put upon governments
and public agencies to provide or improve transport and other
facilities for visitors.
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Coffee shop in the Washington Street Business District
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9

Land Use

GENERAL COMPOSITION
Iron River’s composition of three
consolidated jurisdictions makes for an
unusual pattern of land development
within the city. The northwestern
quarter of the city is composed of the
former Village of Mineral Hills (“Old
Mineral Hills”), a rural area with a highly
dispersed population. The southern
quarter is composed of the former City
of Stambaugh (“Old Stambaugh”),
which has a higher population density.
The central original City of Iron River has
the highest population density.
The north end of today’s Iron River is
characterized mainly by forests and
mines with scattered areas of residential
development and croplands. Central Iron
River remains the nucleus of service and
professional activity, with a downtown
that is surrounded by active residential
areas. Most commercial development is
concentrated along the Highway U.S.
2 corridor, with the main downtown
cluster located along the south edge

of the highway. Another important
commercial area, characterized by
“big box” and franchise development,
is located along U.S. 2 northeast of
downtown. Additional residential
development is located across U.S. 2
north of downtown.
As in many small cities in the region and
United States overall, downtown Iron
River is an area of special concern. The
decline of the downtown is indicative
of the city’s overall struggling economy.
Storefront vacancies are prevalent; street
activity is low, particularly during offbusiness hours; and building quality is
in need of improvement, with several
properties of condemnation grade.
Nuisance ordinance enforcement
and condemnations are a lengthy
and difficult process stymied by
absentee landowners and properties
whose ownerships cycle involves the
state, banks, and private individuals.
Resolution of these issues is a high
priority for residents.

Strip commercial development along U.S. 2
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The developed part of Old Stambaugh,
located southeast of central Iron River,
is a satellite community that is nearly as
large as central Iron River. The two are
connected by Lay Avenue, a primary
north-south thoroughfare lined by
residential development. Old Stambaugh
is mostly residential, with a small
amount of commercial development in
the original downtown and retains a
distinct community identity.

During the four-year period, a total
of 55 permits were issued for new
homes in the three townships abutting
the city. No new home permits were
issued during the period in the cities
of Caspian and Gaastra. Commercial
building permits, however, paint a
different picture. From 2010 to 2013,
one-third of these permits in the county
were issued in the city. This illustrates
the prevalence and importance of
commercial activity in the city.

Like the north side of the city, other
outlying areas are mainly agricultural
and forested, with notable pockets of
industrial and commercial activity.

ZONING
Zoning is a type of land use regulation.
The practice began in the early
1900s to combat problems such as
congestion and pollution associated
with urbanization. Zoning was
institutionalized in 1926 when a
Village of Euclid, Ohio ordinance
was upheld as constitutional by the
United States Supreme Court. Now
known as “Euclidean zoning,” this
type of ordinance dictates placement,
appearance, and access, of properties
within a municipality based on use –
primarily commercial, residential, and
industrial.

BUILDING TRENDS
Based on building permits issued from
2010 through 2013 (see Table 12),
residential construction activity in the
City of Iron River is disproportionately
low in comparison to Iron County
overall. The city contains 25.6 percent
of the county population, but the city
issued only 4.3 percent of residential
home construction permits (a total of
5) and 15.2 percent of other residential
building permits. Residential activity
in both the city and county steadily
decreased from 2010, at the depths of
the recession, to 2013.

The premise for Euclidean zoning is
that when land uses are incompatible,
they shall be separated to ensure the
public health, safety, and welfare of its
residents. This type of zoning also usually
includes dimensional requirements such

The majority of residential home
construction from 2010 through 2013
occurred in the county’s townships.

TABLE 12: BUILDING PERMITS ISSUED
Year

Residential Home
Construction

Other Residential*

Commercial

City

County

City

County

City

County

2013

0

22

27

190

5

12

2012

1

34

35

231

4

10

2011

2

35

45

243

3

10

2010

2

24

37

282

2

10

Total

5

115

144

946

14

42

* Includes mobile homes, room additions, remodels, and outbuildings
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Riverside Plaza highway commercial development.

as lot size, setbacks (distance between
structures and lot lines), and floor area
ratio (total floor area of structures in
proportion to lot size).
Euclidean zoning is currently in effect
in the City of Iron River, and it is by far
the most common type of zoning in
the United States. The shortcomings
have become increasingly evident
from the perspective of modern urban
planning. Critics of Euclidean zoning
point out that separating uses has led to
segregation of people by class and has
contributed to sprawl.
Modifications and wholesale
reconsiderations of zoning have come
in response to such shortcomings. For
example, many communities provide for
“planned unit developments.” These
sites permit more flexible development
to accommodate a mix of uses that
remain compatible with surrounding
zoning. It is an implementation tool
to encourage enhanced housing,
employment, shopping, recreation, and
nature conservation as the tradeoff for
the flexibility the city provides.

CURRENT ZONING IN IRON
RIVER
The City of Iron River’s existing Zoning
Ordinance was mostly recently revised
in 2017 and thus reflects the character

and challenges of the consolidated
city. Current zoning districts in the city
are described below based on their
uses. Each district also has dimensional
requirements and restrictions for lots
and buildings which are best reviewed
in the Zoning Ordinance itself.

Commercial Zoning
There are three commercial zones, but
still a relatively small land area in the
city is zoned commercial. Commercial
zoning stretches from Riverside Plaza,
a shopping development along U.S. 2
northeast of downtown, to the core
downtown area and farther south along
M-189 to the abutting City of Caspian.
Little commercial development actually
exists along M-189.
Local Service District (C-1) and
General Commercial District (C-2)
C-1 primarily surrounds the downtown
and covers a small strip of Washington
Avenue. This district is designed
primarily for the convenience of persons
residing in the City by providing office,
limited retail, and business service
uses that serve the adjacent and
surrounding neighborhoods, whereas
the C-2 and CBD districts serve a larger
population. For instance, C-2 permits
a larger building footprint that can
accommodate big box stores intended
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Residential area in Iron River.

to serve the outlying townships who
arrive in vehicles along U.S.-2. The main
difference from C-1 is that C-2 allows
more automobile-focused functions
such as car washes and dealers. C-1,
because of its local draw, also permits
single- and multi-family housing that
is less compatible with C-2 types of
businesses.
Central Business District (CBD)
At the center of downtown, a sixblock area centered on Genesee Street
is zoned CBD, which is intended to
provide “a variety of office, business
service, entertainment and retail uses
which occupy the prime retail frontage
by serving the comparison, convenience
and service needs of the market area.”
Permitted uses include all the amenities
commonly associated with downtowns,
such as shops, professional offices,
restaurants, personal services, and
certain kinds of residences.
The eligibility to include second-floor
residences on mixed-use properties (a
development type highly supported by
survey respondents from the previous
Master Plan) makes the CBD denser,
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which is beneficial to business owners
reliant on foot traffic. This accomplishes
the same end as a mixed-use overlay
district and is a traditional building
pattern that is making a resurgence
nationwide.

Agriculture Zoning
AG/OS Agriculture and Open Space
District
This District is composed of those
areas of the City whose principal use is
farming or open space. The regulations
are designed to conserve, stabilize,
enhance, and develop farming and
related resource-utilization activities,
to minimize conflicting uses of parcels,
lots, and buildings that are detrimental
to or incompatible with these activities.
The district also seeks to prohibit uses
that require streets, drainage, and other
public activities and services that not
required by these activities. Because the
city consolidated with townships, this
zone covers a considerable part of Iron
River.

Residential Zoning
There are four residential zoning districts
occur in the city.
R1-A & R1-B Single Family Districts
R-1B is the most visibly discernible
residential district, as it is composed
mainly of single-family homes located in
the most active areas of the community.
These areas are immediately adjacent
to downtown. In downtown Iron River,
R-1B transitions into C-1 and C-2. The
R-1B district’s purpose to provide singlefamily housing on moderately sized lots
(60 ft width). The R1A zone is exists
farther from the downtown and has a
larger minimum lot size and width than
R1B. Single-family zones also permit
public parks and playgrounds – familyoriented neighborhood amenities – and
supervisory residential institutions.
R-2 Multiple-Family Residential
District
This zone permits the highest density
housing. The district can permit twofamily homes or denser on a minimum
lot width of 60 ft. There are few
scattered areas zoned R-2.

Industrial Zoning
The purpose of the only industrial
district in the city is to accommodate
industrial uses including wholesale
activities, manufacturing, warehousing,
and operations whose external, physical
effects are restricted to the area of the
district. Other intentions of the district
are to not interfere with surrounding
districts with the implementation of
larger setbacks and close to a minimum
acre required for operation.

Government District
The Government District (G) and
regulations are intended to provide
an appropriate zoning classification
for specified governments, civic and
recreational facilities. It is intended to
protect public and quasi-public facilities
and institutions from the encroachment

of certain other uses, and to ensure
compatibility with adjoining residential
uses. Governmental agencies which
are exempted from zoning by state and
federal statute shall be responsible for
complying with the standards of this
section to the greatest extent possible.

FUTURE LAND USE
CATEGORIES
The Future Land Use Map (FLUM)
identifies generalized preferred future
land uses throughout the city. It is a
general framework intended to guide
land use and policy decisions, driving
changes to the Zoning Ordinance
and informing development review
decisions. The preferred locations for
future development types are shown,
allowing the community to identify
where certain land uses should expand
or contract without committing it to
law. The FLUM should be referenced
in decision-making processes about
development, and if a city finds that it
is not consulting the FLUM, then the
map should be updated to reflect the
development desires of the community.
The major changes recommended in
the Future Land Use Map are greater
protection of its natural features, more
flexibility in housing types, and a new
mixed-use designation.

Mining Impaired
A new major land use category is the
addition of “Mining Impaired.” This
designation is the result of literature
research on the surface impacts caused
by subsurface mining operations and
conversations with the County Mining
Inspector.
The northern portion of the City is laced
with a series of underground mining
shafts that date back over 100 years.
The most recent mine closure was the
Sherwood Mine in 1969. This mine
was approximately 2,000 ft. deep and
resulted in the extraction of 8,000,000
tons of iron ore. These areas are
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TABLE 13: FUTURE LAND USE CATEGORIES
Future Land
Use Category
Mining
Impaired

Preservation

Rural
Residential

Intent of Future Land Use Categories
The designation is used to denote surface lands above abandoned subsurface mining operations.
These properties may be susceptible to significant settling resulting from the subsurface collapse
of mining shafts. This designation would phase out agriculture, but would continue to allow
sustainable logging and a focus on passive recreational pursuits such as hiking, mountain biking
and ORV’s.
The designation ensures that natural areas are protected against any development. These areas
are concentrated along the river and include municipal parks and are intended to perpetually
perform valuable ecoservices without disruption. Public access is a priority.
The rural residential district includes residential properties outside the core areas of the city.
Unlike the other residential zones, rural residential properties are intended to be developed at low
density. Accessory dwelling units are permitted.

Neighborhood residential properties are on an established grid and permit two-family and threefamily dwelling units designed to look like single-family homes. The district provides a flexibility in
Neighborhood
housing options for those who want to live in a neighborhood setting but may not want a singleResidential
family house. Minimum lot sizes should be tailored to the housing type, but the minimum lot size
should remain moderately small. Accessory dwelling units are permitted.
Dense
Residential

The dense residential category should prioritize the development of multi-family residential
structures. Minimum lot sizes should be determined by the number of dwelling units and housing
style. Design standards are imperative to create attractive structures.

Commercial
Core

This district is designed to provide a variety of office, service, entertainment, retail, and residential
uses in a mixed-use format. This district shall have the highest design standards to maintain a
coordinated and beautiful aesthetic. The district is designed to promote convenient pedestrian
access to storefronts and prohibit land uses that tend to break up such continuity.

Commercial
Corridor

This district concentrates businesses along major transportation routes to accommodate larger
building footprints and convenience-style shopping. It should host uses that are inappropriate in
a downtown, for example, uses that require larger parking lots. The corridor caters to vehicular
travel but should also accommodate pedestrians with sidewalks and consider stormwater
management.

This district is designed primarily for the convenience of neighboring households by providing
neighborhood-friendly office, retail, and business services. This district can also accommodate
Mixed-Use Hub
mixed-use buildings with parking in the rear by right. Design standards should also apply to create
an engaging hub for residents.

Industry and
Innovation

This district permits all manner of traditional industrial, wholesale, and storage uses but shall be
buffered to protect the surrounding areas from incompatible activities, and contain any negative
effects associated with industry. Legacy industrial zoning protects existing mines, but the intended
purpose of this land use category is to transition toward harnessing renewable energy from the
mines.

Public/Quasi
Public

This district includes parks, educational facilities, municipal buildings, and/or other uses that
serve a public use regardless of ownership model. Because these spaces provide critical services
and perform an important role in the community, special considerations should focus on public
accessibility to these facilities.
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MAP 10: FUTURE LAND USE

P i son i

F U TU R E L AN D U SE

B ATE S TO WN S H I P

Fo

rb

es

I R O N R I VE R TO WN S H I P

3
§

N R i ver

C O 65 3

I R O N R I VE R TO WN S H I P

W M i n era l

E H u n ter

S ta
te
Li n

3
§

Li n col n

N 8th

N 4th

W M i n ckl er

W I ce La ke

N La y

rai l
eT

W F ra n kl i n

N 1 0th

W M apl e

K ofm eh l

6 th

Wa sh i n g ton

3
â

Preservation
Public / Quasi-Public
Mixed Use
Mining Impaired
Industry / Innovation

Li n col n

B en g a l

Rural Residential
Neighborhood Residential
Dense Residential
Commercial Corridor
Commercial Core

S TAM B AU G H TO WN S H I P

S TAM B AU G H TO WN S H I P

M a d i son

B l ossom

C I TY O F C AS P I AN

Floodway
1% Annual Chance Floodplain
FEMA Flood Hazard Study Area
Disclaimer: FEMA boundaries were drawn based on hard copies and are intended for
illustrative purposes only. Specific boundaries should be confirmed with FEMA.

0

1,250

2,500
Feet

Data Sources: Michigan Open Data Portal, City of Iron River, FEMA

LAND USE | 73

subject to subsidence caused by the
subsurface structures deteriorating and
collapsing resulting in surface grade
changes. This surface grade change may
happen slowly over a number of years
or suddenly depending on the severity
of the subsurface collapse. In any case,
structures built in these locations will
likely experience foundation settling and
structural failure.

Illustration of vertical and slate-style
mining

Geological information for mining
operations in this area indicates that ore
deposits extended vertically instead of
defined pockets. As a result, shafts were
extended vertically connecting with
horizontal shafts that ran to ore deposit.
This system of extraction has resulted in
a series of horizontal levels as noted on
the graphic. Currently all of the shafts
are filled with groundwater.

Commercial Core

Outdoor downtown dining

The Commercial Core designation
focuses on the historic downtown areas
of Iron River and the former Stambaugh
business district along Washington
Street. These areas serve as the primary
pedestrian-retail centers of the City and
should allow for a variety of retail and
entertainment uses, such as, outdoor
dining, bars, restaurants, brew-pubs,
and retail. Offices should be relegated
to corridor commercial areas or upper
stories. Residential uses are encouraged
on upper floors as loft-style apartments.

Mixed-Use Hub

Mixed Use Building with upper story
apartments
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This category serves as a transition
between the commercial core areas and
adjacent residential neighborhoods.
It provides the opportunity for multistory buildings that accommodate a
combination of ground level retail,
personal services, and offices with upper
story market-rate residential apartments.
Design standards would encourage
pedestrian-oriented design where the
buildings are constructed near the
property line using traditional building
materials with parking in the rear of the
property.

ZONING PLAN
Though the Zoning Ordinance should be
evaluated on an ongoing basis, this plan
serves as a guide for zoning changes.
Ideally, a wholesale update should occur
to guide development trends, to prevent
the need for piecemeal re-zonings, and
to avoid the temptation of illegal spot
zoning and unwarranted variances.
Furthermore, characteristics of builtout areas may warrant zoning district
changes to bring non-conforming
properties into compliance.
There are several recommended changes
to the Zoning Ordinance to align with
the Future Land Use map.
»

Modify residential zones to allow
construction of “granny flats”
– accessory dwelling units with
flexibility in setbacks and other
dimensional requirements.

»

Expand the types of housing
formats that are permitted in
neighborhood residential zone.

»

Permit mixed-use hubs by right in
neighborhoods.

»

Develop design standards for
the Central Business District and
Mixed-Use Hub.

»

Permit community gardens in
residential areas.

»

Make the Planned Unit
Development a tool instead of
a zone so that it can be more
flexible.

»

Evaluate off-street parking
locations and formulas so that
parking in commercial areas is in
the rear and does not produce an
oversupply.

TABLE 14: FUTURE LAND USE ACREAGE AND PERCENTAGE
Major Use

Category

Acreage

%

Rural Residential

1,088.10

27.7%

Neighborhood Residential

525.60

13.4%

Dense Residential

69.80

1.8%

Commercial Corridor

157.70

4.0%

Commercial Core

18.30

0.5%

Mixed Use

25.30

0.6%

Industry

Industry

337.60

8.6%

Public and Open
Space

Public/Quasi-Public

224.50

5.7%

Preservation

256.20

6.5%

Mining Impaired

Mining Impaired

1,221.50

31.1%

3,924.60

100.00%

Residential

Commercial

TOTAL
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TABLE 15: ZONING PLAN
Future Land
Use Category
Mining
Impaired

Preservation

Existing Proposed
Zone
Zone
--

--

Recommended Zoning Revisions

MI

The designation is used to denote surface lands above abandoned
subsurface mining operations subject to subsidence. Permitted uses
would include logging, extraction, nurseries, golf courses, passive parks,
and open space.

P

The designation ensures that natural areas are protected against
development without necessary precautions. These areas are
concentrated along the river and include municipal parks and are
intended to perpetually perform valuable ecoservices without disruption.
Public access is a priority.

Rural
Residential

R1-A

R1-A

The rural residential district includes residential properties outside the
core areas of the city. Unlike the other residential zones, rural residential
properties are intended to be developed at low density. Accessory
dwelling units are permitted.

Neighborhood
Residential

R1-B, R-2

R-N

Consolidation of R1-B and R-2 into a new district called Neighborhood
Residential.

R-D

The dense residential category should prioritize the development of multifamily residential structures. Minimum lot sizes should be determined by
the number of dwelling units and housing style. Design standards are
imperative to create attractive structures.

CBD

This district is designed to provide a variety of office, service,
entertainment, retail, and residential uses in a mixed-use format. In
addition to uses permitted in the CBD, bar and lounges, tap rooms, brew
pubs, micro-breweries, outdoor cafes, and upper story residential would
be added as permitted uses.

CC

This district concentrates businesses along major transportation routes to
accommodate larger building footprints and convenience-style shopping.
In addition to uses permitted in the C-1 and C-2 zones, bar and lounges,
and sidewalk cafes would be added as permitted uses.

MU

This district is new and would encourage mixed-use development in close
proximity to existing residential neighborhoods. Ground-floor uses would
be regulated to include offices, personal service, small retail, and eating
establishments. Upper stories would allow for offices and/or residential units.

I

This district permits all manner of traditional industrial, wholesale, and
storage uses but shall be buffered to protect the surrounding areas
from incompatible activities, and contain any negative effects associated
with industry. Legacy industrial zoning protects existing mines, but
the intended purpose of this land use category is to transition toward
harnessing renewable energy from the mines.

Dense
Residential

Commercial
Core

Commercial
Corridor

Mixed-Use Hub

Industry and
Innovation

R-2

CBD

C-1, C-2

--

I

Public/Quasi
Public

G

G

This district includes parks, educational facilities municipal buildings, and/
or other uses that serve a public use regardless of ownership model.
Because these spaces provide critical services and perform an important
role in the community, special considerations should focus on public
accessibility to these facilities.

Planned Unit
Development

PUD

--

Delete Planned Unit Development as a zoning district and revise to make
it an overlay to make it more flexible as a development tool.
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Implementation

IMPLEMENTATION
FRAMEWORK

Focus Area: Human
Infrastructure

Although the recommendations
embodied in the Future Land Use Map
may take 20 to 30 years to achieve,
the Action Plan is focused on shortterm attainable actions that the City
may take to bring about noticeable
change. The five-year timeframe is
used to correspond to the planning
commission’s role to re-evaluate the
Master Plan every five years under the
Michigan Planning Enabling Act (PA 33
of 2008). The Action Plan table outlines
a planned implementation schedule
for each action and includes a general
timeframe for implementation, the party
responsible for implementing, priority,
and anticipated funding source.

Stakeholders identified the need for a
greater community college presence
in the City and increased availability
of child care providers. This “cradle
to college” dilemma impacts local
economic and community development.

The Action Plan schedule should be
used by the Planning Commission to
prepare their Annual Report (MCL
125.3819 (2)) to the City Commission
outlining their annual work effort and
budget. This process also helps to
establish a realistic measure of Planning
Commission performance.

Community Focus Areas
The stakeholder evaluation identified
four community focus areas; human
infrastructure, neighborhood stability,
housing and tourism. Each of these
community focus areas have underlying
topics, which when combined, form an
Action Plan for the City.

In 2019, surveys were undertaken in
several Michigan rural communities
on the issue of child care. In every
community, the lack of child care
providers, especially children less than
three years old, was shown to inhibit
entry into the local labor markets.
Employers had jobs available but lacked
employees to fill the needed positions.
One of the parents needed to stay home
to care for the children thus reducing
the available employee pool. As a
result, fewer employees in the market
leads to less disposable income in the
marketplace. Correspondingly, the lack
of child care can be a barrier to local
economic development.
Similarly, the lack of higher education
facilities in a community results in the
out migration of younger adults. As this
situation exacerbates, the greater the
gap in this population group. Prolonged
absence of younger adults eventually
results in a lower number of new
families because some of the younger
adults that left never return. In turn, the
local population ages in place. Figure
8: Age Cohorts graphically shows this
trend in Iron River.
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MAP 12: HOMESTEAD EXEMPTION
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Focus Area: Neighborhood
Stability
Neighborhood stability is an often
overlooked function in municipalities. In
actuality, the stability of a neighborhood
is a barometer on the health of the
City. Communities with healthy stable
neighborhoods command a higher price
point in sale value resulting in higher
taxable valuations for the municipality.
There are two factors that impair
neighborhood stability: blight and the
condition of rental properties.
Blight continues to be a problem, and it
is worthy of significant resources in time
and money because of its widespread
negative impacts. The reduction
of blighted structures would help
improve surrounding property values,
entice more private investment, and
ultimately draw in tax revenue for the
city to spend on services. The actions
are dedicated to creating a system to
locate, count, and monitor vacant and
blighted structures. This will require
staff to regularly inventory the building
stock and systematically record updates
to violations of an adopted property
maintenance code. In instances where
property owners cannot pay due to
hardship, incentives or funding should
be sought to bring them up to code.
In instances where properties are
deemed too dangerous or infeasible to
rehabilitate, funding should be sought
for demolition.
The City of Iron River has 1,777
housing units of which 1,446 are
occupied and 331 were classified as
vacant. Of the 1,446 occupied units,
69% are owner-occupied and 31%
are renter-occupied. The amount of
rental property is not significant unless
a neighborhood has over 55% rental
properties. The map “Homestead
Exemption” illustrates where homestead
(primary home) and non-homestead
property (typically rental) are located in
the City. Unfortunately, the equalization

database does not differentiate between
residential non-homestead and other
properties. However, upon closer review,
there are two small geographic areas in
the City that have a higher than normal
concentration of rental properties. One
is located immediately southeast of the
Iron River downtown and the other
adjacent to the Washington Street
Business District.
The City of Iron River has three distinct
codes that address neighborhood
stabilization and these include:
»

Chapter 152: Property
Maintenance

»

Chapter 153: Abandoned Vacant
Buildings, and

»

Chapter 154: Rental Inspection

These three codes make up the trifecta of
neighborhood stabilization. Each of these
provisions handles a specific aspect of the
neighborhood stabilization process.
The property maintenance code (§152)
applies to all properties in the City
regardless of type of ownership. It
focuses on basic property maintenance,
such as, repairing steps, porch, roof,
siding, and foundations. The abandoned
vacant building code (§153) allows the
City to demolish buildings that become
abandoned and obsolete. Lastly, the
rental inspection code (§154) creates
a process to license and inspect rental
properties to ensure they meet basic
health welfare and safety standards.
Collectively, these three code provisions
may be used to stabilize and improve
the City’s neighborhoods and ultimately
its taxable valuation.

Focus Area: Housing
Housing availability is key to populating
the city and supporting other economic
development efforts. Wage stagnation
of low-skilled jobs means that residents
have limited capacity to save money and
buy a traditional single-family home.
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MAP 13: ACTION PLAN
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5

6

1

Through the Zoning Ordinance, the
city may create greater opportunity for
different housing styles that are less
expensive to develop and sell at an
attainable price for moderate-income
households. Market-rate multi-family
housing comes in a variety of formats
to suit different life stages. Furthermore,
construction styles, such as modular
housing can help bring the cost of
housing down. Unlike stick-built homes,
modular (a.k.a factory-built) units are
pre-fabricated in a factory and can
be installed relatively quickly on site.
In recent years, they have become
indistinguishable from conventional
housing.

Example: Factory Built House.

The city’s aging population means
that it should develop a strategy for
housing seniors as they require greater
assistance. “Age in place” zoning would
place housing on-site with medical
services so that residents do not have to
move out of town when they become
seniors.
Based on the residential target market
analysis for Iron County (2016), the
assessment concluded that the City
of Iron River had a maximum market
potential for 26 attached housing
units through 2020. Attached housing
units would include side-by-side units,
townhomes, and small apartment
buildings.

Example: Factory Built House.

Community stakeholders emphasized
the need for unsubsidized single-family
homes and apartments within the City.
It appears that the 2016 market analysis
confirmed this need as well. If the local
health care system expands, there will
be a likelihood that market-rate housing
will be needed in order to recruit health
care professionals to the facility.

Example: Multiplex Housing.
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Drive TIme - Iron River

or village, and to establish recreational
and educational projects for the purpose
of encouraging immigration to, and
increasing the trade, business and
industries of the said city or village.”
As a result, this funding mechanism
could be used to implement the tourism
development programs and other
economic development initiatives. The
idea is to use the funds to retain a staff
person that focuses on these endeavors.
The City is well positioned with an
abundance of natural and recreational
resources to leverage and access to a
multi-state highway network.

ce: ©2020 Esri.

21 Esri

4-Hour Drive Time from Iron River

Focus Area: Tourism
In the Economic Development chapter,
the notion of positioning the Iron River
economy toward a tourism model was
discussed. Within a 4-hour drive time,
there are almost 3 million people and
over 1 million households. The market
extends through the Upper Peninsula
and into Wisconsin and Minnesota.
If the community decides to pursue
this economic development venue,
then a sustainable source of revenue
will be needed to implement the
program. There is a little known and
used provision in the state legislation
referenced as MCL 123.881 and
known as the “publicity tax,” which
allows a community to levy a millage
up to $50,000 per year to promote
and advertise the community. This
provision dates back to 1925 and it
states, “to be used for advertising,
exploiting and making known the
industrial, commercial, educational or
recreational advantages of the said city
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Part of a successful tourism recruitment
program is developing supporting
services, such as, lodging, dining,
and local attractions. These would
include creating a more robust night
August 09, 2021
life in
historic downtown Iron River and
encouraging more business along the
Washington Street business district.
Both districts have distinct assets.
Historic downtown Iron River is a very
walkable business district which should
encourage outdoor dining and small
retail outlets. Data suggests that the
City is already importing restaurantrelated sales and this should be
leveraged.
Page 1 of 1

The Washington Street business district
is more linear with detached buildings
and could accommodate re-sale shops,
antique stores, and garden supplies.
Unlike historic downtown Iron River
which has a Downtown Development
Authority, the Washington Street
business district lacks an organizational
structure to assist with redevelopment.
In this regard, a Principal Shopping
District (PSD) is recommended. A PSD
is a Board made up of local business
owners and their function is to promote
and manage the district. This is done
through an annual assessment based
on a budget prepared by the Board and
adopted by the City Council. Funds may
be used for maintenance, promotions,
and event planning.

Major Next Steps
HOW: Aligning major City policy documents in order to accomplish
effective and meaningful outcomes.

WHY: Local government needs to flexible to address potential opportunities,
however, these opportunities should be aligned with the City’s vision for the
future. To ensure that this happens major City documents, such as, the Master
Plan, Zoning Ordinance, DDA Development Plan, and Capital Improvements
Programs should be alignment regarding community and economic
development priorities.

Responsible
Party

Schedule

Master Plan

Conduct an annual review of Master
Plan to determine progress on the
Implementation tasks and schedule, and
assist in the preparation pf the Planning
Commission Annual Plan to City Council.

Planning
Commission

Annual

Zoning
Ordinance

Pursue a major re-write of the Zoning
Ordinance that includes Redevelopment
Ready best practices and incorporates
new zoning districts that reflect the
historic development pattern of Iron
River, Stambaugh, and Mineral Hills
neighborhoods. This initiative should
be accomplished through the RRC grant
program.

Planning
Commission

2022

DDA
Development
Plan

The DDA Development Plan and Tax
Increment Financing Plan will be expiring
soon. These will plans should be amended
and restated to ensure continuation of
TIF revenues that provide the DDA with a
revenue stream to accomplish projects.

DDA

2022

City
Administration
in concert with
the Planning
Commission

2022 with
Annual
Updates

Task

Actions

Prepare a comprehensive capital
improvements program for a six-year
period consistent with the Michigan
Planning Enabling Act. This will help
Capital
identify by infrastructure type needed
Improvements investments in streets, water, sanitary,
Program (CIP) storm, parks, and other public facilities.
This program is instrumental to ensure
that the City’s infrastructure assets are
maintained and used to promote the goals
of the Master Plan.
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GOAL 1: A Place for All Ages
HOW: Create an environment where residents, development, and
businesses may be successful.

WHY: Since the Great Recession, a variety of economic assessments have
concluded that communities that have a strong sense of place fare well
economically. This sense of place, referred to as the economics of place, is
achieved through a variety of elements, including having a vibrant business
district, a range of housing types, access to recreation and open space,
walkable and pedestrian-friendly neighborhoods and streets, and attractive
public areas. When you create a community where people want to live and
visit, invest; jobs follow.

Task

Child Care

Actions
Conduct a Child Care Survey in conjunction
with the Iron County Economic Chamber
Alliance.
Inventory existing child care facilities
including license type, number of children,
and age of children.

Responsible
Party
Planning
Commission in
conjunction with
ICECA

Open a conversation with Gogebic
Community College to evaluate the
feasibility of a physical location in the
community; possibly at the Windsor Center.

College

Washington
Street
Business
District
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2021

2022

2022

City
Administration
Evaluate the feasibility to create a “University in conjunction
Center” in the City with representation from with ICECA and
West Iron Public
Northern Michigan University, Michigan
Schools
Technological University, Central Michigan
University and Michigan State University.
(Gaylord and Traverse City have similar
centers)
Procure a Business Feasibility grant from
USDA RD to evaluate market opportunities
in this district and the establishment of a
Principal Shopping District.

Schedule

City
Administration

2023

2023

GOAL 2: Reinvest in Ourselves
HOW: Maintain and improve our neighborhoods and historic properties.

WHY: When the community’s neighborhoods are attractive, they add value
to the City. Attractive and well-maintained neighborhoods require a level of
investment from property owners and a commitment from the City to monitor
and enforce building and maintenance codes. Neighborhoods are important
because they form one leg of a four-legged chair. The other legs are the local
schools, quality of the downtown, and access to health care. In combination,
these four legs determine if one moves into or out of a community.

Actions

Responsible
Party

Schedule

Establish a permanent and structured
mechanism and staffing to enforce blight
and nuisance regulations.

City
Administration

2022 and
then
Annual

Develop an inventory of vacant and
blighted commercially zoned properties.

City
Administration

2022

Pursue Michigan Economic Development
Corporation Community Development
Block Grant (CDBG) Blight Elimination
and Façade Improvement Grants.

City
Administration
and MEDC
CATeam

2023

Assess redevelopment options for
properties designated on the Future Land
Use map as “Mining Impaired.”

City
Administration
in conjunction
with Consultant

2023

Historic District

Historic Tax Credits (HTC) may be utilized
to make improvements to incomeproducing properties if they are on the
National Register of Historic Places. The
City
Federal HTC is 20% of the renovation
Administration
cost and the State HTC is 5%. The initial
in conjunction
with Consultant
step is conducting a historic structure
inventory and submitting an application
for nomination. (Possible funding through
the State Historic Preservation Office)

2024

Recreation

Identify riverfront properties that may
be used as access points for water
recreation. (Component of Parks &
Recreation Master Plan)

2022

Task

Blight
Management

City
Administration
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GOAL 3: Diversity for Living
HOW: Create more housing options for existing and prospective
residents.

WHY: There is not much diversity in Iron River’s housing stock. In 2019, 74%
of the City’s housing stock consisted of single-family residential homes where
the median year of structure built was 1945. The remaining 26% included
a mix of apartments, townhomes, and mobile homes. According to several
housing models and national trends, the mix of housing will shift more toward
apartments, townhomes, and other non-owner-occupied housing types. In
many markets, baby boomers and millennials are competing for the same
housing type. Baby boomers want to discard the responsibilities for home
maintenance and upkeep, and millennials do not want to get tied down with
home ownership. In addition, as employment opportunities become more fluid
and transient, there is more demand for quality rental properties.

Responsible
Party

Schedule

Modify the zoning ordinance to loosen
multi-family housing requirements and
develop design standards.

Planning
Commission

2022

Permit “granny flats” (accessory dwelling
units) in single-family zones.

Planning
Commission

2022

Planning
Commission and
Consultant

2023

Task

Zoning
Revision

Actions

Conduct a Housing Study that forecasts
future housing demand and identifies
housing typology.
Housing
Strategy

Based on the Housing Study, align the
Zoning Ordinance to accommodate the
housing mix recommended.
Encourage residential development in
walkable proximity to business districts.

Infill

Pursue developers with experience in agein-place sites; modify zoning to permit areas
with senior housing and medical facilities.
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2023
Planning
Commission
2023

2025

GOAL 4: Telling Our Story
HOW: Market the community to prospective businesses, residents, and
tourists.
WHY: Iron River is blessed with a variety of natural resources and open spaces;
places where people like to visit, vacation, and live. Unfortunately, many
small rural communities lack the staff capacity to dedicate an individual that
focuses on economic development activities. Since economic development is
local, this position is critical for the City to leverage available federal and state
programs, and assist with revitalization of the business districts and impaired
mining properties in order to attract businesses, residents, and tourists to the
community.

Task

Staff
Capacity

Marketing
Campaign

MEDC
RRC®
Program

Actions

Responsible
Party

Schedule

Utilize MCL 123.881 to fund a staff
professional who would focus on local
economic development initiatives. This
action would be critical to accomplish some
of the other action items.

City Council and
Administration

2022

Initiate conversations with ICECA and Iron
City Council,
County to reestablish a Convention and
DDA, and ICECA
Visitors Bureau (CVB). This organization
would be responsible for external marketing.

2022

Develop and implement an external market
and advertising plan.

City
Administration
in conjunction
with ICECA, and
CVB

2023

Revise the website and social media to
incorporate the brand information and
messaging developed in the external market
and advertising plan.

City
Administration
in conjunction
with ICECA

2024

Undertake an inventory of underutilized/
vacant sites that would be acceptable for
redevelopment and business occupancy.

Planning
Commission
with assistance
from City
Administration

2025

Continue work toward “Essentials” status in
the MEDC Redevelopment Ready Program.

City
Administration

Annual
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