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The Observer & Eccentric

”There is no place to play a
pickup game of baseball, basket-
ball or football,” is what Birm-
ingham kids say. 

When I was young (70 years
ago) I was
fortunate
enough to
live in an
area where
there were
a number
of vacant
lots which
we used for
p i c k u p
games. So
what can

be done about this sad situation?
The City of Birmingham

Recreation Master Plan 2000-05,
adopted by the city commission
in June 2000, spells out the
goals. Among these are:

■ providing high-quality facili-
ties that encourage participation
by residents of all ages, income
levels and abilities.

■ being proactive in identify-
ing, securing and allocating
resources in a fiscally responsi-
ble manner to build and main-
tain existing future parks, recre-
ation facilities and programs.

Historically, the city has fund-
ed major capital projects by two
means:

■ paying-as-you-go, as is being
done with renovation of inade-
quate sewers, water mains and
streets.

■ borrowing the money with a
municipal bond issue, have the
funds available and pay off the
debt over 20 years. This is the

process used for court-mandated
corrections of sewers and voter-
approved sewer upgrading. This
is the procedure that is planned
to finance acquisitions and con-
struct parks and recreation
improvements.

A major target is the Bar-
num/Beaumont property located
in the Pierce, Frank, George and
Purdy streets area. Formerly the
Barnum School, the property
was purchased from the Birm-
ingham Board of Education
about 1980 by Beaumont Hospi-
tal for use as a physical rehabili-
tation center. Beaumont has now
outgrown the center and it will
be on the market in the foresee-
able future.

Does the Barnum/Beaumont
facility fit into the recreation
master plan? What sort of condi-
tion is it in? Would it be useful
for the Birmingham community?
What sort of modifications might
be suggested? These are all ques-
tions that need answers. In order
to provide these answers, the
city commission has done two
things. 

It has:
■ appointed a 10 person Bar-

num/Beaumont Center Feasibili-
ty Study Steering Committee.
This group is composed of resi-
dents representing a cross-sec-
tion of various sectors.

■ hired Wade-Trim Associates
Inc. to provide the professional
engineering, architectural expe-
rience and knowledge to assist
the residents’ committee to
arrive at a logical conclusion and
recommendation to the city com-

mission.
The first meeting of the feasi-

bility study steering committee
was held Aug. 16. Wade-Trim
reported on its examination and
inspection of the Barnum/Beau-
mont building. It also presented
a slideshow of community cen-
ters in other cities where they
had provided services so that the
committee could see the sort of
recreational activities that are
popular.

The preliminary report is that
the building is in good condition.
Beaumont has done an excellent
job of maintaining and upgrad-
ing the building. For example,
all the windows were replaced in
1980. The conclusion is that it is
a beautiful building. Wade-Trim
pointed out assets and facilities
that needed to be upgraded
depending on the recommenda-
tions of the feasibility study
steering committee as to the
scope of activities to be accom-
modated.

There are 8.32 acres of space
occupied by the building, park-
ing lot, tennis courts and play-
ground. It is important to realize
that the city presently does not
own any of the land or facilities.

Ralph Seger is a member of the
Barnum/Beaumont Feasibility
Study Steering Committee. He
can be reached by e-mail at
ralph@seger-elvekrog.com, by
fax at (248) 540-9601 or by mail
at 1100 Pilgrim, Birmingham
48009.

The recent heated discussion
regarding the implementation of
the 2016 Plan has unearthed

some inter-
esting and
confusing
a c c u s a -
tions. Spe-
cific con-
cerns are
with the
construc -
tion of an
additional
—
a l t h o u g h

set back and smaller — floor on
top of new four-story residential
buildings in the center of down-
town.

Additional proposed changes
are in regard to the allowable
vertical distance from floor to
floor. The issue at hand is simply
the height of these new residen-
tial/retail buildings currently
being built downtown. The “H”
word (height) is often used to
scare people into a frenzy about
new structures in the developing
downtown.

Charges about these develop-
ments often include statements
about the downtown becoming
“inhuman” and streets that will
become “canyons” if the building
height is too high. These discus-
sions and arguments about
height should be faced head-on
with factual information and
clear examples of precedent. 

Understanding the actual
effect, not the perceived effect,
should put many residents at
ease. Will a maximum height of
54 feet before rooftop set-back
really create a canyon? Do these
new buildings create an “oppres-

sive” environment? Are the
downtown users walking adja-
cent to these new structures feel-
ing robbed of light and air,
believing that Birmingham is
becoming such a dismal environ-
ment that they will cease to shop
and live in the downtown? I
think not.

Simple study may answer
these critical questions and ease
the fears of some Birmingham
residents. If you have ever
walked the streets of the Marais
district in Paris, Mayfair in Lon-
don, Siena in Tuscany or even
Ann Arbor to name just a few,
you would have experienced
some of the most successful and
sought-after urban environments
ever built. 

All of these areas are consid-
ered quintessential pedestrian
environments and all have taller
buildings with narrower streets
than Birmingham could ever
have or that the 2016 Plan dic-
tates. In the book Great Streets
by Allan B. Jacobs, street-width
to building-height ratios are dis-
cussed and beautiful illustra-
tions show some of the most sig-
nificant and beautiful streets in
the world. 

Many are far more grand than
anything in Birmingham; howev-
er, many examples identify that
a ratio of 1-to-1 is very appropri-
ate for a “Great Street.” This
ratio would equate to a 60-foot-
wide street and sidewalks from
building facades in relation to
the height of a building wall of
60 feet (a specific example in
Birmingham would be Hamilton
Row which is 70 feet from build-
ing facade to opposite building).
In the eyes of the experts, this

would be a great street for peo-
ple.

Birmingham is no longer the
sleepy small town that it may
have been a century ago. It has
had the title of “city” for many
decades, providing offices and
shopping for a significant portion
of Metro Detroit reaching far
beyond our tight little borders.
Downtown Birmingham could
not survive as it exists with the
sole support of its 20,000 resi-
dents, many of whom rarely set
a foot in our much rivaled cen-
ter. 

Our 2016 Plan states that we
need more residents living down-
town and more foot traffic for the
stores and restaurants to flour-
ish into the future. Without
question, Birmingham down-
town development will never be
similar to big-city downtowns
like Chicago or New York as
some people have suggested.
Even at a full buildout of the
2016 Plan, we will only see the
few center blocks of downtown
partially built to a height maxi-
mum of only a handful of floors. 

Many of our existing buildings,
including the historic ones, will
remain untouched for genera-
tions to come. With an eventual-
ly completed 2016 Plan, the sky
will not fall; however, the quality
of the downtown environment
will increase dramatically.

Maybe all of this energy to
stop development downtown,
because of a few feet on top of a
building, is misdirected.

Mark Nickita is an architect
and urban designer and a Birm-
ingham resident. He is also the
former chairman of the Birming-
ham Planning Board.
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not more bickering


