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CHAPTER 1: 
INTRODUCTION 

 

Description and Purpose of Comprehensive Plan 
 
This comprehensive plan (plan) for the City of Chelsea is a vision for the city over the 
next twenty (20) years.  The plan was developed through evaluation of data, trends, 
alternatives, and the vision local citizens have for their community.  The plan’s 
underlying purpose is to guide the intensity and arrangement of land uses for the 
benefit of the community overall; identify areas that should remain generally the same 
and provide a guide for areas that are likely to change through new development or 
redevelopment.  In addition, the plan provides a framework for municipal facilities to 
support the desired land use pattern—streets, pathways, parks, utilities, and other city 
facilities.  A link between land use and those facilities helps ensure wise allocation of 
public investments in capital improvements.   
 
A sound comprehensive plan helps ensure Chelsea remains a highly desirable 
community in which to live, work or visit.  This plan allows residents, business owners 
and developers to make investments with a reasonable expectation of what will happen 
in the future.  In essence, the plan represents a balance between the sometimes 
competing interests of the environment, individual land owners, businesses and the 
community overall. 
 
Currently, Chelsea faces a variety of development pressures, making the need for an 
updated comprehensive plan necessary.  Development pressure is due in part to 
Chelsea’s location along the I-94 corridor, distinctive community character, quality 
school district and proximity to the Ann Arbor area.  Because of its size and built-up 
character, some of the area’s development is occurring in the surrounding townships.  
Without a unified vision for the future, it is difficult for community leaders to guide 
development in a manner that is supportive of the community assets that residents hold 
in high regard.  While the focus of this plan is within the city limits, there are many 
general policies and more specific recommendations to promote coordinated decisions 
with the adjacent townships and the county. 
 
The comprehensive plan goals and future land use recommendations should assist city 
leaders in making more thoughtful decisions which consider the long term planning 
implications for the community.  These community-wide implications may not be 
immediately apparent to the individual property owner or citizen, but the impacts of 
each decision are linked and become visible over time.  Poor planning decisions are 
difficult to eliminate and most have long term consequences.  The comprehensive plan 
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can be viewed as a community blueprint for the future; a mechanism to help ensure 
each decision fits as part of the whole. 
 
Chelsea’s most recent comprehensive plan was completed in 2000.  Since that time, a 
number of significant factors have contributed to the need to update the entire plan.   
 
Among the many reasons to update the comprehensive plan are the following: 
 

▪ Confirm and refresh a vision statement for Chelsea. 
▪ Address changes in conditions and trends since the plan was last adopted. 
▪ Present a future land use map that illustrates how Chelsea should develop over 

time. 
▪ Provide a legal basis for zoning and other regulations for the type, intensity and 

standard of development. 
▪ Ensure that as development occurs, significant natural and historic features are 

preserved or enhanced. 
▪ Outline specific strategies to address situations where one land use is not 

compatible with adjacent uses. 
▪ Recommend improvements to address increasing traffic volumes including new 

roads and traffic management tools to preserve roadway capacity and ensure 
harmonious traffic circulation. 

▪ Provide a sustainable community with a land use pattern that translates into a 
diversified tax base to support the desired services and community facilities 
while maintaining reasonable tax rates. 

▪ Consider changes in the economy and housing market. 
▪ Address possible urban growth in Sylvan and Lima Townships adjacent to the 

city and need for coordination. 
▪ Expand the analysis of transportation, especially give the increase in traffic 

volumes. 
▪ Consider possible growth to the east toward Dexter along Dexter-Chelsea Road. 
▪ Accommodate future expansion of Chelsea Community Hospital, especially the 

retirement and assisted living component. 
▪ Support goal to stabilize and further strengthen existing neighborhoods. 
▪ Coordinate land use, transportation, and infrastructure recommendations with 

the surrounding townships. 
▪ Ensure compliance with State Law, which requires a complete review with re-

adoption or update every five years. 
 
The comprehensive plan provides general direction for future development patterns.  
The plan also provides policies and actions for community leaders to consider.  This 
plan is a “living” document, and as such, the Planning Commission should review the 
plan on an annual basis.  This review should focus on the existing goals, detailing 
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which have been met and those which have not.  This review should culminate in an 
implementation plan based on the values included in this document. 
 
Some recommendations may be implemented through amendments to the zoning 
ordinance text and map.  Others will occur one time through a combination of 
municipal and private investments—new roads, pathways, park improvements, homes, 
stores, and industry. 
 

Citizen Participation in the Planning Process 
 
Citizen participation was sought throughout the planning process.  When the current 
comprehensive plan (adopted in 2000) was created, it included an extensive public 
involvement process.   
 
The 2006 update process included one interactive public workshop, in an open house 
format, held at the Washington Street Educational Center.  At this forum, citizens had 
the opportunity to discuss specific issues and ideas with the Planning Commission, City 
Council, City Staff, and consultants.  Separate stations were set up for Chelsea area 
future land use alternatives, area transportation, downtown, and design guidelines.  A 
community comprehensive plan survey, completed by over 100 participants, was used 
to guide the recommendations in the plan.   
 
In addition to the formal public participation opportunities, meeting were held with 
neighboring township representatives, selected representatives from local retail and 
industrial businesses, and county agencies including the Road Commission and 
Washtenaw Area Transportation Study (WATS).   
 
The plan was additionally presented through a series of Planning Commission meetings 
and a joint meeting with City Council to refine the contents of the plan and produce a 
clear vision for the future of the community.  Finally, the draft plan was presented at an 
official public hearing. 
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CHAPTER 2: 
DEMOGRAPHICS & TRENDS 

 
The Chelsea Comprehensive Plan was updated to reflect the most recent data and 
trends.  This „snap shot‟ includes a description of: settlement history, population and 
housing characteristics, and local economics.   
 
Analysis of this data is important to understand how Chelsea has changed and how it is 
likely to evolve in the future.  An appreciation of these characteristics and trends 
provides the framework for a wide range of policy decisions.  
 

City History 
 
Chelsea, known as the “Vermont Colony” in the early 1800s, was originally platted in 
March of 1850, and consisted of six blocks--three blocks east and west of Main Street--an 
existing wagon road.  The village plat was laid out to take advantage of the intersection 
of the Michigan Central Railroad and the north/south wagon route. 
 
Settlement of the area began in the 1830s with the arrival of Ann Arbor‟s Cyrus 
Beckworth, followed by a number of families from Addison County, Vermont.   In 1834, 
two brothers from New England, Elisha and James Congdon, purchased land in the 
area and set up farms.  Seeing a future beyond the farms, the brothers seized an 
opportunity with the relocation of the Michigan Central Railroad‟s freight station and 
offered their land.  In 1850, the depot and freight house were erected on the east side of 
Main Street, at approximately the mid-point of the new village plat.   
 
The strategic location of the depot and added post office proved to be highly attractive 
to settlement. Settlers from the east (primarily New England and New York) and 
Europe soon made their home in the village.  
 
Chelsea developed into a successful trade center drawing traffic from Stockbridge and 
Manchester.  Area farmers came to the village to pick up and drop off mail, purchase 
necessities and sell their farm surplus.  The Village became the leading shipping point 
in the county for agricultural products, as well as the leading shipper of wool in the 
state due to a large number of sheep farms in the area.   
 
Following the establishment of the train depot, a blacksmith shop and hotel and saloon 
were constructed.  The First Congregational Church was built in 1851, and by the end of 
1852, the population of the village was 62 people. 
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The first buildings along Main Street were constructed of wood, with awnings over 
wood sidewalks.  In 1870 and 1876 fires destroyed the downtown first on the west side 
of Main Street, then on the east side.  After the fires, the stores were rebuilt with 
permanent brick edifices. 
 
In 1880, Chelsea was chosen by the Michigan Central Railroad for an experiment in 
upgrading the appearance of rural stations – renovations included a cross gable roof 
with a modest flare at the eaves and simple cross-bracing adorning the gable ends.  The 
depot served patrons of the Michigan Central until 1975 when the company was taken 
over by Amtrak.  Amtrak discontinued service in 1981.  The depot, a landmark around 
which the village developed, was purchased and restored by a group of local citizens. 
 
Over the years, Chelsea has evolved into a diverse community, with a mixture of 
housing, employment and industry, and has retained its “small-town” character.  Often, 
small towns on the edge of large metropolitan areas tend to become bedroom 
communities, adsorbed by suburban sprawl.  While Washtenaw County and the Ann 
Arbor area continue to grow, Chelsea has been fortunate to retain its individual identity 
as a unique community.  The Village of Chelsea was incorporated as a city in 2004. 
 

Population Characteristics 
 
Population Trend.  According to the 2000 census, Chelsea had a population of 4,398, a 
17% increase from 1990; and a projected population of 4,934 people in 2005, a 12% 
increase from 2000.  This can be attributed to annexations, a strong housing market in 
that decade, and the attraction of the small town living environment, especially with an 
easy commute to the Ann Arbor area.  
Population Projection.  Population projections serve as an important guide to local 
decision making. For the purpose of this plan, the projections are used to assess the 
effect of growth on current and desired conditions in Chelsea.  Population projections 
serve as a target for the desired level of growth the community can bear without 
harming its physical and social environment. The population projections are also 
important for planning public services such as utilities and schools. 
 
According to SEMCOG 2030 Regional Development Forecast, the City of Chelsea‟s 
population is projected to increase by 48% between the years of 2005 and 2030 (see 
Table 1).  The forecast uses a multi-tiered system of regional, district, and small area 
forecasts to predict housing, population, and employment for the SEMCOG area.  The 
process takes into consideration land coverage and plans including current and future 
land use, sewer service areas, soils suitability, recreation and public lands, and flood-
prone areas.  More details about the forecast process and accuracy of past forecasts can 
be obtained from the SEMCOG office or at www.semcog.org.  Many of the surrounding 
townships are expected to grow at an even greater rate.  Overall, Chelsea and the 
surrounding area is expected to grow by 50% between the years of 2005 and 2030.   

http://www.semcog.org/
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Table 1: 
City of Chelsea and Surrounding Community Population 1990 - 2030 

 

1990 2000 2007 
2030 

(projected) 

% Change 

1990-
2000 

2000-
2007 

2007-
2030 

Washtenaw Co. 282,934 322,770 347,404 448,020 14% 8% 30% 

Chelsea 3,772 4,398 5,014 7,300 17% 12% 48% 

Dexter Twp. 4,407 5,248 5,958 6,029 19% 14% 3% 

Lima Twp. 2,132 2,517 2,991 4,359 18% 19% 60% 

Lyndon Twp. 2,228 2,728 2,899 3,403 22% 6% 18% 

Sylvan Twp. 2,508 2,734 3,349 7,262 9% 22% 119% 

Total Area 15,047 17,625 20,211 28,353 17% 15% 50% 

Source: Southeast Michigan Council of Governments (SEMCOG), 2007 

 
Number and Size of Households.  The number of households in the Chelsea area has 
continued to grow with a corresponding growth in population. Table 2 illustrates 
existing and projected number of households in 1990, 2007, and 2030. The city has 
experienced a decrease in the average household size.  The persons per household in 
Chelsea decreased from 2.71 in 1990 to 2.27 in 2000.  This decrease in household size 
mirrors national and state-wide trends.  It can be attributed to a number of factors 
including an increase in single-headed households and couples without children, the 
aging “baby boom” generation creating more empty nester homes, a relatively high 
number of senior-oriented housing developments, and the growing number of families 
choosing to have fewer children than generations past.  
 

 
 

Table 2: 
Household Characteristics for Chelsea and Surrounding Communities 

 

1990 2007 2030 (projected) 

Households 
Persons 

Per Households 
Persons 

Per Households 
Persons 

Per 

Chelsea 1,390 2.71 2,416 2.23 2,808 2.42 

Dexter Twp. 1,527 2.87 2,181 2.72 2,428 2.47 

Lima Twp. 721 2.96 1,125 2.65 1,526 2.85 

Lyndon Twp. 700 2.78 979 2.61 1,205 2.54 

Sylvan Twp. 827 2.95 1,209 2.70 2,572 2.79 

Total Area 5,165 2.85 7,910 2.55 16,596 2.61 

Source: Southeast Michigan Council of Governments (SEMCOG), 2007 
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Source: Southeast Michigan Council of Governments, (SEMCOG), 2005, 

City of Chelsea 206-2007 *2007 Data through August 

Figure 1: City Building Permits 1980-2007 

Household Type.  The population and 
household trends are reinforced by the 
increase in households without 
children.  The US Census reported a 4% 
decline in the number of households 
with children and a 4% increase in the 
number of households without children, 
and SEMCOG estimates that trend to 
continue into 2030. 
 
Population Age.  Understanding the age of 
residents in the community is important so 
future plans can be made to address their 
needs.  As indicated in Table 3, Chelsea should 
expect to see a decrease in the percentage of 
younger age segments and an increasing 
percentage of those age 65 years and older.  
SEMCOG predicts a 9% increase in this baby 
boomer segment between 2000 and 2030.  
 
In some cases an aging population will require different service needs such as more 
daytime leisure activities, alternative forms of transportation, and assisted living 
facilities.  However, research indicates that the retired baby boomers are more active 
and more independent than previous generations.  
 

Housing Characteristics 
 
Housing Construction.  Very little housing construction occurred in Chelsea during the 
early to late 1980's.  This reduction in the growth rate was attributed largely to the 
economic conditions in Michigan, 
which temporarily slowed 
migration into Washtenaw 
County.  As reflected in Figure 1, 
housing construction increased 
during the late 1980's, which 
peaked around 1988 and 
remained relatively steady 
through the 1990‟s.  Between 2001 
and 2005, there was a significant 
increase in building permits 
issued, with a high of 87 permits 
issued in 2005.  

Table 4: City of Chelsea  
Age Breakdown 

Age 1990 2000 2030 

0 to 4 6% 5% 4% 

5 to 17 18% 19% 15% 

18 to 34 22% 15% 14% 

35 to 64 34% 38% 33% 

65+ 20% 24% 33% 

Source: US Census 2000 

 

Table 3: City of Chelsea  
Household Type Percentage 

 1990 2000 2030 

Households w/ children 35% 31% 29% 

 Households w/o children 65% 69% 71% 

Source: US Census 2000 

 



CITY OF CHELSEA COMPREHENSIVE PLAN 

 
CHAPTER 2: DEMOGRAPHICS & TRENDS  9 

343
363

208

112

169

0

100

200

300

400

Chelsea Dexter Lima Lyndon Sylvan

Figure - 2

Total Building Permits for Chelsea 

and Surrounding Communities 

2000-2005

Between 2000 and 2005, growth in 
residential construction was robust both 
nationally and in Chelsea.   
 
That trend reversed in 2006, for example by 
November 2005 there were 87 permits 
issued for dwelling units, while only 27 
were issued during the same period in 2006.  
This trend must be monitored carefully in 
the next few years to determine its potential 
impact on the pace of Chelsea‟s growth. 
 
Age of Housing.  The majority of housing 
units, 52.9%, were constructed in 1959 or 

earlier.  Many housing units were 
constructed during the growth spurts in the 1970s and 1990s.  In many ways, older 
housing stock is an asset because many residents enjoy the character and charm of 
historic homes and traditional neighborhoods.  However, older homes present 
challenges in terms of higher maintenance and lack of modern amenities that are 
desired by some home buyers. Renovations, expansions, tear-downs and rebuilds in the 
future can allow residents to add features they desire without having to buy a new 
home, though this process is limited 
to some degree by lot size and city 
zoning regulations. In general, 
Chelsea contains a desirable 
selection of old and new home 
styles.  The challenge, in this case, is 
attempting to blend the newer 
neighborhoods and new homes into 
the older ones to enhance and 
maintain the small-town character 
that so many residents desire.   
 

Housing Value.  The median 
housing value for Chelsea is $159,800 (Census 2000) and is slightly lower than the 
township median value of $174,300 (Census 2000).  This indicates there is a variety of 
housing values and provides housing options for many different income levels. 

Table 5:Chelsea  
Year Housing Structure Built 

1999 to March 2000  1.7% 

1995 to 1998  13.3% 

1990 to 1994  6.6% 

1980 to 1989  4.2% 

1970 to 1979  13.5% 

1960 to 1969 7.9% 

1940 to 1959 22.4% 

1939 and earlier 30.5% 

Source: U.S Census and SEMCOG 
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Housing Unit Type.  In 2000, 
the majority of housing units in 
Chelsea were single family 
detached homes.  In comparison 
to 1990, the percentage of 
detached homes has decreased 
in the wake of more duplex and 
multiple-family home 
construction. This trend is 
reflective of the changing 
household sizes and 
composition. 
 
 
Housing Tenure. The majority of homes in 
Chelsea are owner-occupied. Vacancy rates 
remain low, while a slight decrease in owner-
occupied and an increase in renter-occupied units 
were seen between 1990 and 2000.  This shift can 
be attributed to the increase in single-parent 
households and the smaller family sizes reflected 
in Tables 2 and 3. The current tenant mixture is 
typical of a small, established city.   
 

Local Economics 

 
Income.  The median household income in Chelsea was $51,132 in 2000; compared to 
Washtenaw County's median household income of $51,990 and the state's median 
household income of $44,667.  The surrounding townships also share a relatively high 
household income.  
 
The higher proportion of middle and upper income residents in Washtenaw County 
and the surrounding areas can be attributed to a number of factors.  The township has a 
relatively high educational attainment, indicated by a higher percentage of residents 
with college degrees (41%) that the state average (22%).  The area is home to a number 
of educational institutions including the University of Michigan and Eastern Michigan 
University, which contribute largely to the high educational attainment and, in turn, 
higher income levels. Only 4% of total families in Chelsea reported incomes below the 
poverty level in 2000, as established through the Federal Office of Management and 
Budget.  This is lower than Washtenaw County's average of 10% and the state‟s average 
of 7.4%. 
 

Table 6: Chelsea  
Housing Units by Type 

  1990 2000 

Single Family, Detached 68% 62% 

Single Family, Attached 3% 9% 

Two Family, Duplex 8% 4% 

Multiple-Unit 18% 23% 

Mobile Home 2% 1% 

Other Units 1% 0% 

Source: US Census and SEMCOG 

Table 7: Chelsea Housing Tenure 

 
1990 2000 

Owner Occupied 67% 64% 

Renter Occupied 29% 32% 

Vacant 4% 4% 

Source: US Census 
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Employment.  Chelsea tends to have relatively low levels of unemployment.  In 2000, 
the unemployment rate in Chelsea was only 1.8%. This rate, lower than the State‟s rate 
of 3.7%, indicates the residents of Chelsea are provided plentiful job opportunities as 
compared to the rest of Michigan.  Recent trends in the auto and pharmaceutical 
industries may affect future unemployment rates. 
 
Occupation and Industry. Nearly half of Chelsea residents (48%) work in management 
and professional jobs. Sales and office represents 20.8% of jobs, followed by service 
occupations (14.1%), construction and maintenance (8.6%), and production and 
transportation (7.9%). Though much of Chelsea‟s history is in the industries of farming, 
fishing and forestry, none of Chelsea‟s current residents have retained these 
occupations.    
 

Table 8: 
Chelsea Occupational Makeup, 2000 

Occupation Percentage 

Management, professional and related occupations 48.5 

Sales and office occupations 20.8 

Service occupations 14.1 

Construction, extraction, and maintenance occupations 8.6 

Production, transportation, and material moving occupations 7.9 

Farming, fishing, forestry 0.0 

Source: U.S. Bureau of Census 2000  
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Table 9: Employment by Industry  
Chelsea, 2000 – 2030 Forecast 

Industry 2000 
2030 

(projected) 

Agriculture & natural resources 4% 5 % 

Manufacturing 28% 29 % 

Transportation, comm. & utilities 0% 1 % 

Wholesale trade n/a n/a 

Retail trade 19% 18 % 

Finance, insurance & real estate 2% 2 % 

Services 45% 44 % 

Public administration n/a n/a 

Source: U.S. Bureau of Census, 2000 

 
Where Table 8 describes the occupations of Chelsea residents, Table 9 describes the 
makeup of industry in Chelsea.  The industry makeup relates to the various sectors of 
employment that exist in Chelsea, whereas the occupation describes employment that 
may or may not exist in Chelsea.  Between 2000 and 2030 Forecast, there is not a 
projected significant change in the proportions of persons employed in each sector, 
indicating that the existing industry market is forecast to be stable. The largest 
employment sectors within the Chelsea are the service, retail, and manufacturing 
industries.  
 
Travel Time to Work.   Travel time to work data 
helps to understand where residents of Chelsea 
are employed.  As is increasingly common, the 
majority of residents (30.6%) have a commute 
time of 30 to 44 minutes.  This indicates that 
Chelsea is, in some ways, a bedroom community 
where people live, but do not work.  In addition, 
by comparing Tables 8 and 9, one can conclude 
that Chelsea residents may benefit from, and 
efforts should be taken to attract additional 
management, professional and related jobs in the 
future.  
 
 

Table 10: 
Travel Time to Work 

Less than 10 min. 25.0% 

10 to 19 min.  13.4% 

20 to 29 min.  18.3% 

30 to 44 min.  30.6% 

45 to 59 min.  8.5% 

60 + min. 3.9% 

Mean Travel time (minutes) 24.1 

Source: U.S. Bureau of Census, 2000 
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Key Findings and Issues 
 
The following is a summary of key findings and issues that are important 
considerations in shaping the future of the city.  These are general comments which are 
discussed in detail in Chapters 3, 4and 5 and implemented in Chapter 6. 
 

 Population and household growth in the city and surrounding area is expected 
to continue, though at slower pace than in the last decade.  With additional 
population comes additional demands on community facilities, traffic impacts, 
and other impacts that could alter the character of the area.  Careful planning 
and coordination with adjacent townships is needed to ensure this growth occurs 
at a balanced rate and in a manner that respects the inherent qualities of the city. 
 

 As household compositions evolve, as the population ages and as household 
sizes decrease, housing needs will change in the city.   The typical single family 
home and lot may not meet all these needs and therefore, consideration is 
needed toward providing a variety of housing options. 
 

 The mature housing stock will continue to be an attraction for the city because of 
the neighborhood character it provides, but will also be a challenge in terms of 
maintenance and marketability.  In order to protect the character and value of 
these areas, renovations, expansions, and other reinvestment will need to be 
supported.  In addition, new neighborhoods should be required to incorporate 
traditional elements so they blend into the established residential areas. 
 

 Generally, residents in Chelsea are well-educated with careers in management, 
professional, and sales occupations.  This translates into a population that is 
active in community events and issues and committed to investing in their 
community, and who expect a high quality of life.  In order to continue to be 
desirable for this active and supportive population, the city must consider 
strategies to maintain quality services and to provide amenities. 
 

 As newer neighborhoods have developed on the outer edges of the city, 
neighborhood connectivity has diminished.  Where the opportunity for new 
development exists, strong transportation links to the existing neighborhoods 
should be required to improve connectivity.  
 

 There is still potential for additional commercial and office development and 
redevelopment as the population grows and market demands increase.  
Consideration should be given to establishing overriding design principles for 
these projects, and efforts taken to ensure that appropriate commercial 
establishments locate within the existing downtown area.  
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 The Central Business District is the core of the Chelsea area and is important to 
the continued health and success of the city.  Future efforts should promote this 
thriving and charming downtown. 
 

 Compatibility of industrial land uses should be a consideration when locating 
areas for future growth.  Land is available for new industrial development in the 
north part of the city.  The physical location provides a natural separation 
between other uses.  Efforts should be taken to mitigate impacts from existing 
industrial activity that detracts from the value and quality of existing 
neighborhoods.   
 

 The Chelsea area is blessed with a number of natural features.  The planning 
decisions made today will determine if these areas will be positively or 
negatively impacted by development, and consideration should be given to 
regulations that will promote the protection of these resources.   
 

 As the population grows so will community facilities and service needs and 
demands. 
 

 As the Chelsea area continues to develop, improvements will be needed to 
accommodate increased demand on the transportation network. 
 

 The growth in Chelsea has impacted the capacity, treatment, and distribution of 
public water and sewer utilities.  Extensive investment is expected in the near 
future to accommodate existing and planned growth. 
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CHAPTER 3: 
LAND USE 

 
Chapter 2 described the demographics and trends of the Chelsea area.  This chapter 
outlines the existing conditions, goals, and future recommendations for land use for 
Chelsea.  This guide begins with a community planning framework which sets forth an 
overall perspective of what Chelsea wants to achieve.  Goal statements provide a more 
specific approach to accomplishing the vision statements.  Finally, each section provides 
detailed recommendations and management strategies to achieve these goals.  This 
Chapter should be used in concert with Chapters 4 and 5 to ensure the land use pattern 
in the Chelsea area is sustainable and vibrant into the future. 
 
State law recognizes the need to coordinate planning with adjacent municipalities.  
With this in mind, Chelsea looked at areas outside its boundaries in an effort to ensure 
compatibility of land uses and services.  It should be noted that recommendations are 
specific to the city proper– that is, within city boundaries.  However, several maps 
illustrate areas outside the city to ensure that planning is coordinated with the 
townships.  The land uses shown are considered to be appropriate whether the lands 
stay within the townships or comes into the city.  References to this “Chelsea Planning 
Area” pertain to the area evaluated in this comprehensive plan.   While this Plan 
contemplates a future vision for areas outside of the city, the city’s plan is not dictating 
policies of the townships in these areas. 
 

Community Planning Framework 
 
As Chelsea and the surrounding areas face continued pressure for new development, 
the vision is to accommodate a reasonable amount of high quality development that can 
be served by the roads, infrastructure and municipal services, and that maintains the 
unique small-town character surrounded by a distinctly less dense rural development 
pattern. This plan promotes the following goals related to the overall vision for the 
community: 
 

� Accommodate reasonable use of the land through a variety of residential, 
commercial, industrial and institutional uses, located and arranged in a logical 
pattern which complements neighboring  land uses and the Chelsea area overall. 
 

� Maintain a distinctive small-town environment bounded by a distinct rural 
setting, with coordinated decisions on land use, pathways, roads and utility 
provisions, through cooperative planning with the surrounding townships, the 
Washtenaw County Road Commission, the Washtenaw County Transportation 
Study, Washtenaw County Planning Department and other organizations. 
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� Ensure new development and redevelopment conserves the most important 

features of the natural environment and stormwater quality, in consideration of 
the regional ecosystem and the particular features on a site. 
 

� Ensure the impacts of new development can be accommodated by the capacity of 
the roads, municipal sanitary sewer and water systems, schools, parks, open 
space and recreation facilities, and city facilities/services.   
 

� Encourage new homes and home expansions in stable single family 
neighborhoods while ensuring lot coverage, massing, and design is compatible 
with established neighborhood character. 

 
� Offer a variety of well-designed, safe, and sustainable residential neighborhoods 

that offer a variety of housing types, with those closest to the city’s core 
exhibiting features consistent with the existing traditional small-town character 
in terms of appearance, setbacks, lot sizes, streetscape, street design, sidewalks, 
etc. 
 

� Maintain a distinct downtown as a focal point that meets the shopping, civic, 
entertainment and recreational needs of and provides opportunities for current 
and future residents and visitors of Chelsea and surrounding townships. 
 

� Encourage quality industrial, office, and commercial development to provide 
employment opportunities for residents and to diversify the tax base. 
 

� Focus new development to areas that need redevelopment or where utilities 
currently exist or where they can be made available with planned expansions of 
the service areas, rather than scattered, “leap frog”, or premature development of 
undeveloped areas.  This approach should be coordinated through the Chelsea 
Area Planning Team by the city and townships. 
 

� Preserve and enhance community character through design guidelines and 
regulations for architecture, signs, lighting, pedestrian amenities, and 
traffic/access management. 
 

� Land use decisions impact the Chelsea area.  Therefore, land use and 
transportation decisions should be coordinated between the city, townships, and 
county. 
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Existing Land Use 
 
Existing Land Uses in Surrounding Townships.  Chelsea is generally surrounded by 
agricultural and large lot single family land uses that represent a rural atmosphere.  
Large scale nonresidential land uses in the Chelsea area that influence land use patterns 
and traffic flows include: 
 

� The Chrysler Proving Grounds located south of I-94 in Sylvan Township. 
� The Waterloo State Recreation Area northwest of the city. 
� A number of small to medium sized industrial uses north of I-94 east of Freer 

Road. 
� A large multiple family neighborhood in Sylvan Township west of the city ice 

arena, as well as the start of a business park style development in the same area. 
 

Existing Land Uses in Chelsea.   The following is a summary of the existing land uses 
within Chelsea.  These land use categories correspond to the Existing Land Use Map; 
for areas designated as “No Activity”, it was determined using aerial photography and 
field checks that these land areas were generally vacant and not currently being used 
for any of the following categories.  
 

� Agricultural.  There are only a few remaining parcels in Chelsea that can be 
categorized as agricultural.  These are located on the north side of Dexter-
Chelsea Road across from the cemetery and Middle School and north of the 
central business district on the west side of M-52.  As indicated above, the 
agricultural industry is no longer active in Chelsea, and since these parcels are 
currently zoned for residential use, they are expected to develop accordingly.   
 

� Single Family Residential.  Single family residential is the most prevalent land 
use in Chelsea.  Residential densities vary from one neighborhood to another, 
but they generally contain small to moderate sized lots, typical of traditional 
Midwest cities.  Minimum lot size standards under current zoning range from 
7,500 square feet in some of the older neighborhoods to 10,000 square feet in 
subdivisions located near the perimeter of the city.   
 

Most existing neighborhoods are integrated into Chelsea’s urban fabric through 
grid pattern streets and connected sidewalk system.  In addition, the older 
housing stock reflects traditional neighborhood design elements with prominent 
front porches, varying architectural styles and details, recessed or detached 
garages, and shallow setbacks.  These features have contributed to an intimate 
neighborhood experience and admired quality. 
 

� Multiple Family Residential.  There are a variety of multiple family dwellings in 
Chelsea, including attached townhouses, two-story apartment complexes, large 
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senior housing complexes and a limited number of second-story apartments 
above commercial buildings within the central business district.   Newer attached 
condominium developments are located in the southern portion of the city near 
the intersection of M-52 and Old US-12.  The existing mixture of multiple family 
unit types offers a variety of housing options for residents.  As the population 
ages, household sizes reduce, and the structure of households evolve into the 
future, housing needs will change.  Continuing to offer a variety of housing 
options, such as different unit types and different ownership/rental 
opportunities is increasingly important. 

 

� Commercial and Office.  Chelsea contains a wide variety of commercial land 
uses including larger multi-tenant strip shopping centers and individual 
businesses on single lots.  The predominant commercial uses include retail, 
restaurants, automobile service stations, personal service and office. 
 

The largest concentration of commercial land uses outside of the central business 
district is along M-52 between I-94 and Old US 12.  This area includes larger scale 
and more intense commercial uses including multi-tenant shopping centers and 
a commerce park at the interchange.   These uses are generally located on large 
sites, have large buildings with greater setbacks, provide more expansive off-
street parking, and include truck-unloading areas.  While there are  currently no 
‘big-box’ stores (single-story, large area, single-user) in the Chelsea area, there 
may be pressure in the future for one or more of these. 
 

Limited areas of office are scattered around Chelsea.  Some of these office uses 
are located in older converted residential structures around the central business 
district.  Other offices are located along M-52 in the southern portion of the city. 
 

� Central Business District.  Chelsea’s Central Business District is characteristic of 
a small, historic downtown with a mixture of uses situated in a compact, 
pedestrian-oriented community.  Uses include retail, restaurants, personal 
service establishments, office, and limited second-story residential.  While a 
majority of the central business district uses tend to be pedestrian-oriented, there 
are some uses, such as the auto dealership, that tend to be more auto-oriented 
and create gaps in the traditional downtown framework.  
 

Many of the structures in the central business district are historically significant. 
A recent redevelopment project converted the Clock Tower Complex into a 
mixture of retail and office uses.  The building possesses historic architectural 
elements and character.  The new building has enhanced the central business 
district and is a valuable example of adaptive reuse. 
 

� Industrial.  Industrial land uses are located in the center and the northwestern 
portion of the city.  Chelsea Milling Company is the main historic industrial use 
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located on the north side of the central business district adjacent to the railroad.  
A modern industrial park is located in the northwest corner of the city.  Several 
lots remain vacant, offering new opportunities for industrial growth to be 
concentrated in this area of the city.   
 

While in the early 1900s it was common to locate industrial uses near 
neighborhoods so that workers could walk to work, now adjacent residential and 
industrial land uses are viewed as incompatible.  Consideration should be given 
to potential reuse of these structures or sites into uses that will complement and 
serve the nearby residential areas. 
 

� Institutional.  Institutional uses include community services and utilities for the 
public.  These include uses like hospitals, places of worship, cemeteries, schools 
and municipal buildings and facilities.  Public institutions include buildings and 
grounds for the police department, district library, district court, public works, 
city hall, the wastewater treatment plant and city water wells. The Chelsea 
Community Hospital is located immediately southeast of the central business 
district, and is a major land use and employment center for the Chelsea area.  
Institutional uses are scattered throughout the city and are conveniently located 
for residents.  As future growth and changes in Chelsea are projected, the 
demands on these facilities should be taken into account. 

 

� Parks and Recreation.  This category includes city parks, the county golf course, 
the city ice arena, and the Chelsea Community Fairgrounds.  These sites provide 
passive and active recreation opportunities and are generally located within the 
outer portions of the city.  Besides school playgrounds, Chelsea lacks sufficient 
public parks within the various neighborhoods. 
 

� Open Space.  One main type of open space is areas (not including storm water 
management areas) designated within an approved subdivision.  Some of these 
areas offer recreation opportunities and others are preserved natural areas.  
These open space areas are generally made possible by clustering smaller single 
family lots together to preserve the remaining parcel area.  This development 
option is an excellent tool for preserving natural features and meeting recreation 
needs of new residents without burdening the city with the cost to acquire and 
develop parkland.  The cluster development option should be considered in 
sensitive natural areas that are planned for residential development.   
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Future Land Use 
 
Factors Considered.  The future development pattern will be influenced by a number of 
factors.  Some can be controlled locally while others are dependent on events occurring 
outside the community.  Some factors will change over the life of this comprehensive 
plan and will need to be viewed as a guide and updated frequently.  The specific factors 
that influence the future land use pattern in Chelsea include: 
 

� Existing Land Use Relationships.  The core downtown and adjoining 
neighborhoods have been established for many years while the surrounding land 
use patterns have evolved and changed gradually since the community was 
settled. Because there are limited developable sites remaining, future 
development will largely be in the form of redevelopment, infill development, 
and expansion of the city around and outside the edges. 

 

� Compatibility Among Adjacent Land Uses.   One goal of community planning 
and zoning is to ensure compatibility between adjacent and nearby land uses. 
Conventional zoning strives to accomplish this through a separation of land uses. 
However, the proximity and relationship of a wide variety of land uses is part of 
the charm in Chelsea as compared to more suburban communities.  Thus, one 
factor for consideration is how to mix a variety of uses and help make them 
compatible with adjacent land uses through good design, landscaping and traffic 
management.  

 

� Coordination with Plans of Surrounding Townships. As noted earlier, this Plan 
goes beyond the city borders to consider areas surrounding Chelsea. The process 
to designate future land uses included a review of the townships’ policies and  
existing and planned development patterns. Lands in those areas are generally 
agricultural, open space and rural residential with a limited amount of industrial 
and commercial establishments that are generally separate from other land uses.  
 

The future land use plan complements the township land use pattern through 
designation of more central areas for more intense land uses that typically 
require public infrastructure, allowing the townships to retain a more rural 
character.  
 

� Natural Features. Within the context of the Chelsea area, a variety of natural 
features such as creeks, wetlands, topographic change and woodlands exist.  
These elements are considered in the future land use as natural features that help 
define the landscape, natural demarcations between neighborhoods, boundaries 
of growth and land uses.  In addition, the well head protection zone was also a 
consideration.  

 



CITY OF CHELSEA COMPREHENSIVE PLAN 
 

 
CHAPTER 3: LAND USE 22 

� Previous Master Plans. Chelsea’s previous comprehensive plan serves as a 
starting point for this update.  The future land use plan contained in the previous 
plan has been re-evaluated based upon current trends and conditions. 

 

� Population Projections.  By the year 2025 the population in Chelsea is expected 
to grow by over 1,800 to over 6,800 residents (according to US Census and 
SEMCOG), and the total Chelsea Planning Area population (including townships 
of Lima and Sylvan, and Chelsea) is expected to exceed 16,000.  Based on this 
population projection, areas of the undeveloped/vacant land are allocated for 
residential development of various types and densities to accommodate 
projected residential growth.  The land use plan also seeks to accommodate the 
variety of housing needs due to the changing composition of households and 
aging of the population. 

 

� Infrastructure and Services.  The capacity and condition of the public water and 
sanitary sewer system influences the intensity, arrangement and timing of land 
use changes. Generally the plan recommends land use patterns that can be 
supported by public utilities, but in some cases the underground utility lines will 
need rehabilitation or expansion. In addition, the proposed land use plan was 
based on a general review of available community facilities and services, such as 
schools, parks, the library, police and fire protection.  The intensity and timing of 
development will need to consider the impacts and improvements required to 
adequately serve a use at a particular point in time. 

 

� Streets.  The intended function of streets as a local street, collector or arterial, was 
one of the factors considered.  The land use plan is shaped, in part, by a goal to 
disperse traffic to streets with capacity to handle increased volumes, or to 
provide for improvements to support the desired land use pattern or enhance 
traffic operations. Compact development is preferred so that available road 
funds can be efficiently used.  As additional road connections are completed, the 
appropriate future land use designations in the area may change.  In the 
Transportation Chapter, concepts such as the North Street Extension, Fletcher 
Road Connector, and West Chelsea Drive are discussed to identify the impacts 
on traffic patterns and planned land use that will occur as new road segments 
and connections are completed. 

 

� Fiscal Impacts. In combination with the above factors, the land use pattern is 
intended to provide a sound and diverse tax base. This allows Chelsea to retain 
its desired character, but also encourage businesses that provide a solid tax base 
and offer employment opportunities for residents.  

 

� Community Vision Statement. The land use patterns desired by city officials, 
citizens and property owners has been expressed with the objective of providing 
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diversified housing opportunities, commercial services, civic uses to serve 
residents and a complementary mixture of uses. 

 

� Market Conditions. Market conditions and demonstrated public need for the 
different types of uses were considered, even though they will change during the 
20 year time frame of this plan. Given the limited size of the city, it may not be 
possible, nor desirable, to provide for every possible use within the city limits. 
Each land use for which a developer states there is a demand, must be carefully 
weighed using the other factors to determine if the requested use is appropriate.  
In some cases, the most appropriate location is in the Chelsea area, but in one of 
its townships. 

 
Future Land Use Goals.  The following goals were developed to ensure the appropriate 
location of future land uses: 
 

� Promote retention of existing businesses and encourage their expansion, when 
consistent with other plan goals. 

 

� Expand the downtown through redevelopment of identified site, with thoughtful 
design that lessens the impacts on the adjacent single family neighborhoods. 

 

� Continue improvements in the downtown to add parking, pedestrian amenities, 
event areas and other elements that keep the downtown vibrant. 

 

� Regional or community-wide commercial that will not fit within the downtown 
context should be directed to the M-52 Corridor, which could include 
development on the south side of the I-94 interchange.  

 

� New commercial buildings and sites should be integrated with established 
historic character and walk-ability of the downtown through elements such as: 
shallow building setbacks, multi-story buildings, traditional architecture and 
materials, ornamental lighting, pedestrian scale signs, side or rear parking, and 
shared parking areas. 

 

� Infill residential, either new homes or substantial expansions/renovations, 
should respect the character of the existing historic neighborhoods in terms of 
setbacks and building design.  New residential projects should be designed to 
blend into the context of the city overall, oriented to the pedestrian rather than 
the automobile, with the principle that the buildings should overtime not be 
easily distinguished from those built many years ago.   

 

� Industrial development is directed to areas currently zoned, any industrial 
expansion should be on the northwest side, where utilities are available and 
truck traffic has the most convenient access to I-94. 
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Overall Future Land Use.  The land use categories displayed on the future land use 
map are described below.  Additional detailed strategies related to many of these 
planned uses are discussed later in this chapter. 
 

� Single Family Residential.  The single family category encompasses land that 
has been or is expected to be developed exclusively for single family residential 
purposes or other common uses allowable in single family neighborhoods such 
as places of worship. New homes and home expansions in stable single family 
neighborhoods should be encouraged while ensuring lot coverage, massing, and 
design is compatible with established neighborhood character.  Single family 
residential housing includes site condominiums, subdivisions and attached 
single family units.  There are two single family residential categories: 

 

□ 7,500 sq ft Minimum Lot Size.  This area accommodates all single family 
residential with minimum lot areas of 7,500 square feet.  Generally this 
includes established neighborhoods in the core downtown area along with a 
few newer subdivisions north/northeast of downtown.  The planned 
residential area northwest of Sibley Road and M-52 recently came into the 
city and is currently occupied by large lot single family.  It is zoned and 
planned to develop with 7,500 square foot lots. 

 

□ 10,000 sq ft Minimum Lot Size.  A lower density category was established to 
offer a second lot size option for development. Generally this category is 
designated on larger parcels on the edge of the city. 

 

� Multi-Family Residential.  Multiple family residential areas include housing 
units with three or more dwellings per structure and are divided into two 
categories: 

 

□ Senior Housing.  This category responds to the high number of seniors in 
Chelsea by providing housing that is specifically designated for seniors.  This 
category includes developments that provide different levels of supportive 
services to continue to address the needs of Chelsea’s older population.  
Senior designated residential developments often include independent living 
quarters along with dependent care and nursing home establishments.  

 

□ General Multiple Family.  This category includes all other multiple family 
developments in Chelsea including condominiums and rental units.  The only 
new area planned for general multiple family is immediately northwest of 
downtown.  An additional area of general multiple family is shown on the 
west edge of the city along Cavanaugh Lake Road, but this area currently has 
only one street option to get anywhere else in the city.  Additional traffic 
impacts and mitigation techniques associated with increasing the residential 
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intensity in this area north of the railroad tracks should be strongly 
considered when reviewing development proposals for this area.  As noted in 
the central business district land use and strategies, multiple family dwellings 
are also allowed in the CBD.  Multiple family is also encouraged in areas 
designated for mixed-use development.   

 

� Central Business District.  This district is intended for a combination of retail, 
office service, and residential uses.   This area is the core of the Chelsea area and 
should continue to thrive with a mixed use land use pattern and pedestrian 
oriented design that is in keeping with its existing character.   

 

� Neighborhood Business. This area is characterized with limited 
commercial/service-oriented uses. Uses are intended to serve the immediate area 
and are designed to be within walking distance of its users.   These are planned 
in nodes at main intersections.  One conceptual location designated for 
Neighborhood Business is the corner of Freer Road and Dexter-Chelsea Road in 
order to offer conveniently located services to the emerging residential area on 
the northeast side of the city.  The exact site is not designated because it could 
vary depending on future development plans for these property owners. 

 

� General Business.  Many commercial and service uses are located along major 
corridors such as M-52.  They consist of relatively small businesses, groceries, 
auto service and repair and local services such as restaurants and dry-cleaning.  
This area is generally designated along M-52 between the I-94 interchange and 
US 12.  
 

� Mixed Use.  Select locations in 
Chelsea outside of the central 
business district, including the 
former Federal Screw Works 
and the area on the north side 
of Buchanan Street, would 
benefit from redevelopment 
where a mixture of uses are 
housed in a single building, on 
separate floors.  Live-work 
units, with individual storefronts as part of a residential unit, or more traditional 
multi-floor buildings with street-level retail and living units or offices above, 
provides additional housing options while contributing the small-town character 
of Chelsea.  On larger sites, such as Federal Screw Works, the mixture of uses 
may be in separate buildings but with an integrated design.  Development areas 
designated for mixed-use should include both residential and business uses. 
 

Above: Mixed-use—street-level retail with above-
floor residential. 



CITY OF CHELSEA COMPREHENSIVE PLAN 
 

 
CHAPTER 3: LAND USE 26 

� Institutional.  Properties designated Institutional include public and semi-public 
land uses which incorporate city offices, utilities, the hospital, cemeteries, 
schools, and churches. 

  

� Industrial. There are two Industrial designations within Chelsea.   The future 
land use map acknowledges existing industrial uses and provides for limited 
expansion that will not have a negative impact surrounding land uses.  These 
uses are important to the tax and employment base. 

 

□ General Industrial.  This includes more intense industrial operations such as 
manufacturing and processing.  These uses are more likely to generate heavy 
truck traffic and extensive storage.  General Industrial is limited to the area 
north of the railroad tracks just west of M-52.   Some expansion is planned. 

 

□ Light Industrial.  This area is limited to the existing Industrial Park and the 
adjoining site to the east.  These sites are expected to attract technology and 
research-based industries but may also accommodate light industrial such as 
warehousing and light assembly operations. 

 

� Recreation and Open Space.  This designation is intended to show locations of 
parks and open spaces.  These are important to the quality of life in Chelsea and 
should continue in the future. 

 
Specific Land Use Recommendations.  Several transportation corridors have been 
called out for more specific analysis of land use, design, infrastructure, and 
management strategies, and are included in Chapter 4.   These select corridors follow 
the designations on the Future Land Use Map for types of land use, but include a 
discussion of existing conditions and future opportunities related to land use, 
transportation, and facilities.   
 
For specific parcels and areas noted below, this Plan recommends changes from current 
land uses if current conditions change or redevelopment occurs.  Because these changes 
may be significant and may occur only in the long-term, further discussion is provided 
in order to justify and discuss the issues.  Several of the cases described below are also 
illustrated on future land use map insets.  It is important to note that the plan does not 

call for the current use to be discontinued, however if the current use ceases to exist 
there is a recommended course of action for future reuse of the site.   
 

� Washtenaw County Road Commission Garage.  This facility is located within a 
residential area at the intersection of Wilkinson and Middle Streets.  The area 
could be converted to a multiple family use if the garage is closed.  This will 
allow for a density that can support the cost to redevelop the site.  Development 
should include townhouse style units to be compatible with the surrounding 
residential area. 
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� Chelsea Community Hospital.    In addition to the Chelsea School District, the 

Chelsea Community Hospital is a major anchor of the Chelsea area.  As the 
campus expands in the future, it should grow generally toward the south along 
Old US-12 frontage, and not any further toward the west along the historically 
single-family character of M-52.  

 
� WA Thomas Hy-Lift.  Like the road commission garage, this industrial use is 

also located within a residential district and should be converted to multiple 
family if the current use is discontinued.  If the property becomes available, the 
city may wish to consider acquiring it.  With the parcel’s location near the art 
center, it would provide a complementary public use. 

 
� Federal Screw Works.  An adaptive reuse of the site into a mixed-use 

development of loft condominiums, apartments, office, and neighborhood 
commercial uses should be encouraged, provided that adequate parking can be 
provided on-site.  A landscaped courtyard or open space area should be planned 
in conjunction with multiple family residential uses.  Any commercial 
component should be oriented toward M-52, with residential uses (and lower 
intensity office if desired), designed to fit the character and form of the adjacent 
neighborhood, on the west half of the site. 

 
� Vacant or Unused School District Property. Although the Middle School 

property and other areas are owned by the school district, there may come a time 
when the additional land is no longer needed.  Due to their location within 
residential areas, single family residential should be planned in a pattern that 
respects the established neighborhood character, if a change of ownership occurs. 

 
� Buchanan Street Property.  The city currently owns a significant parcel on the 

north side of Buchanan Street west of Main Street.  If this property is not 
redeveloped in accordance with its current industrial zoning, it should be 
developed with a mixture of commercial and/or residential uses.  Any 
redevelopment of this site should show sensitivity to the park that is north of the 
site and the natural features on the north and west sides.  Significant buffering or 
open space to transition development on the site to the park area is a necessary 
element to any design plans for the site. 
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� North Street Corridor Extension.  If North Street is extended west from Hayes 
through to Cavanaugh Lake Road, the planned land use for the entire North 
Street corridor should be updated to reflect increased options for traffic in the 
area to access points to the north, east, and south through street 
extensions/connections.  Currently, any traffic in the west end of this area (along 
Cavanaugh Lake) has only the Cleveland railroad crossing to Middle Street 
(through an historic residential neighborhood) available to get to any other parts 
of the City.  The property owners, Chelsea, and Sylvan Township need to work 
together to complete street improvements to this area to accommodate 
development while mitigating the traffic impacts to this part of the Chelsea area. 

 
The west end of the extended North Street, which is currently vacant or low-
density residential next to existing industrial, could be redeveloped as mostly 
industrial use (dark purple), with multiple family (orange) at and west of the 
Cleveland Road railroad crossing.    Most of this area is already designated for 
MFR on the Future Land Use Map.  The block between Buchannan and the 
existing North Street is currently developing to support the existing industrial 
uses, but multiple family residential would be appropriate in the future if 
conditions change and industrial use is no longer needed in that block area.  The 
graphic below illustrates the general alignment of the extension and alternate 
land use configuration recommended if North Street is extended through from 
Hayes Street to Cleveland/Cavanaugh Lake.  

 
 

 
 

Above: North Street Extension – Corridor Alternate Future Land Use Recommendations 

Note:  These alternate land use 
recommendations are intended 
to provide land use guidance if 

the North Street and/or 
Industrial Street extensions are 

completed.  The property on the 
west end of this subarea is 

already designated as Multiple 
Family Residential on the 

Future Land Use Map. 



CITY OF CHELSEA COMPREHENSIVE PLAN 
 

 
CHAPTER 3: LAND USE 29 

� Fairgrounds.  The Fairgrounds is an important community use and should be 
supported to continue.  Because it is such as large tract of land its re-use would 
certainly have an impact on the city and should be planned accordingly.  If any 
development was proposed, the plan endorses a primarily residential 
development with a complementary mixture of other uses, as shown on the 
alternate future land use detail map on this page.  Neighborhood scale 
commercial use should be oriented toward Old Manchester or Old US-12, close 
to the intersection of those two roads.   
 
As shown on the detail map, any business uses would not extend beyond the 
existing commercial (dark red) development on the east side of Old Manchester, 
and the commercial should not extend west along Old US-12 beyond the church 
property on the north side of Old US-12.  In the upper levels on the commercial 
buildings, or adjacent to the commercial, multiple family (orange) may be located 
closest to the intersection of Old US-12 and Old Manchester Road, transitioning 
to single family homes (yellow) farther to the west and south.     
 
The development should include a street pattern that naturally continues the 
existing grid pattern, and Traditional Neighborhood Development elements 
including local parks, small setbacks, and pedestrian-oriented streets.  The exact 
densities, land use configuration, and street layout would be determined later.  
Any development of the site should consider incorporating the three residential 
lots fronting Old Manchester Road.  The map below illustrates one alternate 
future land use concept, should the fairgrounds ever be sold and redeveloped.   
□  

Above: Fairgrounds Subarea – Alternate Future Land Use Recommendations 

Note:  This is a 
conceptual 
graphic to 

illustrate one 
potential use 

configuration for 
the fairgrounds, if 

it were ever 
proposed for 

redevelopment. 
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Central Business District (CBD) Management Strategies 
 
Central Business District (Downtown) 
Goals.  As Chelsea’s downtown is the 
focal point of the community, its historic 
qualities are a major factor in making the 
downtown a unique place.  This plan 
promotes the following downtown 
values: 
 

� Ensure the economic viability of 
the downtown through a diversified mixture of complementary commercial, 
office, residential and civic uses. 

� Preserve the historic, small-town character of the downtown.  
� Maintain and strengthen the “sense of place” which currently exists in the 

downtown area. 
� Ensure that renovations of historic buildings in the downtown retain the existing 

historical and architectural integrity. 
� Ensure new infill development is compatible with the downtown’s historic 

architecture, scale, proportion and character. 
� Strengthen the spatial and architectural character of the existing downtown area 

and any underdeveloped or undeveloped land within the CBD through the 
provision of traditional storefronts, gathering areas, streetscape elements and 
building forms consistent with the current downtown. 

� Strongly encourage the presence of a United States Post Office branch in the CBD 
as an important community amenity, but if the post office does move, to 
encourage some type of convenience postal center downtown. 

� Ensure proper land use transitions and design treatment between the downtown 
district and the surrounding residential neighborhoods. 

� Once the areas already designated as central business district on the Future Land 
Use Map are mostly developed, the logical future expansion of the central 
business district is directly adjacent to existing CBD developments, growing 
incrementally north along M-52 to a northern limit of Letts Creek, and west 
along North Street. 

 
Neighborhood and Community Framework.  The downtown district is a typical mid-
western, small-town setting with a variety of land uses, small residential lots, 
commercial buildings built to the front lot line and an overall quaint, historic 
appearance.  The structures within the downtown are mainly two story buildings, with 
some one and three story buildings.  The downtown streetscape is characterized by 
wider sidewalks, pedestrian furniture, formal street trees, ornamental streetlights, and 
on-street parking. The downtown district is centered along M-52.  In addition to the 
elements that define the urban form and character of the downtown, there are 
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kelandmark buildings that define Chelsea as a distinct place.  These include the clock 
twer, the courthouse and the depot. 
 
The area immediately north of the downtown is anchored by Chelsea Milling Company 
and the Glazier Stove Works complex.  While the visual connection is apparent, a 
physical connection is lacking due in part to the mixture of land uses and lack of goods, 
services and activities provided.  With the viability of Chelsea Milling Company and 
the Clocktower Commons, this area affords an excellent opportunity for redevelopment 
as an extension of the vibrant downtown area, such as the parking lot that fronts M-52.   
 
Central Business District Boundary.  While the majority of the downtown boundary 
will remain as is, additional future expansion of the downtown is planned to the north 
of the rail line with redevelopment of the M-52 road frontage as mixed-use.  Certain 
major industrial uses such as Chelsea Milling Company are proposed to remain in the 
north-end, with the introduction of additional commercial, office and residential 
development.  The following are additional strategies for this expansion: 
 

� Public Uses.  Public facilities such as police or fire services, a civic center, etc. 
should be considered as supplemental uses in this area.  These community 
facilities will provide additional activity and public investment in the north end, 
serving as a catalyst for redevelopment in that area.   

 
� Middle Street Property Reuse. The narrow parcel along the south side of the 

railroad and north of the lots fronting on Middle Street at the west end of the 
downtown is shown as part of the CBD.  If this narrow area is redeveloped, it 
should be coordinated with the adjoining lots facing Middle Street.  If parking is 
expanded on this parcel, then landscape screening will be needed to the south, 
particularly at the west end adjacent to the residential dwellings. 

 
Downtown Uses.  A mixture of land uses should be continued and encouraged.  The 
desired form of development within the downtown is retail on the first floor, with 
residential and offices on upper floors.  This mixture of uses creates more vitality and 
strengthens the downtown.   
 

� Commercial. A number of commercial uses are important in the downtown.  
Specifically there should be a balance of retail shopping, services, restaurants and 
entertainment uses.  These uses generate daily activity at different times during 
the day and week. 

  
� Office.  While the downtown is relatively small in scale, having some office 

workers within the downtown helps support the market for commercial uses, 
particularly restaurants.  Office is recommended on upper levels of buildings 
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and redevelopment in the north end provides an excellent opportunity to 
introduce additional office space. 

 
� Residential.  Upper-story apartments and residential neighborhoods within 

close proximity to the downtown maintain a population within the downtown 
during evening hours and enhance the economic vitality of the community.  The 
development of upper-story apartments should be encouraged in the downtown.  
Along side streets, townhouse style housing is also compatible within the central 
business district. 

 
� Public/Quasi-Public Uses.  To promote civic functions and activities, public uses 

are encouraged including municipal offices, the post office, library, and places of 
worship. 

 
Parking.  Parking for downtown area merchants is provided on-street and in municipal 
surface parking lots located behind the businesses that front M-52.  The demand for 
parking varies based upon the time of day, day of the week as well as demand during 
special events such as productions at the Purple Rose Theater.  The following are 
specific parking strategies to consider: 
 

� Parking Demand.  If the need for additional parking arises, then alternatives to 
surface parking lots should be investigated.  The large municipal parking lot 
behind businesses on the east side of M-52 could be developed as a two-level 
(platform) parking deck, with the top level to be used for public gatherings and 
festivals.  As new uses are introduced at the north end of the downtown, 
provisions for parking must be addressed.  Rather than typical suburban type 
development where each parcel provides the required amount of parking on-site, 
parking needs for the entire north area should be assessed in combination with 
the amount of parking currently provided in the downtown district.  In a fashion 
similar to the downtown district, parking in the north area should be provided 
by both on-street and off-street locations.    

 
� Parking Screening. Where modifications to parking or uses at the edge of the 

downtown district are made, screening should be maintained between the 
parking and the adjacent residential neighborhood.  The combination of 
landscape, stone or brick walls will provide an appropriate buffering treatment 
of parking lots from nearby residences. 

 
� Parking Enforcement.  Enforcement of time limits can be implemented along 

with a program to encourage greater use of the all day parking locations.  
Additional signage could be provided to direct people to the all day parking. 
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Downtown Design.  A traditional, pedestrian friendly downtown is largely defined by 
the design of buildings that line the sidewalks.  The downtown contains a variety of 
buildings and site elements, many of which create a positive pedestrian environment.  
Features that contribute to an interesting and pedestrian-friendly downtown include 
the following elements and should be promoted in new development and 
redevelopment projects: 
 

� Proper Scale.  Development and redevelopment should be consistent with the 
historic architecture, mixture of uses, and compact layout of a traditional small 
town.  The density and design of development should be at a scale that puts uses 
within a walkable distance. There should be a complimentary and integrated 
mixture of employment, 
shopping, entertainment, 
civic, and residential uses 
within a walkable town.  
To reinforce the 
downtown as a 
distinctive place, it is 
important that there be 
proper transitions 
between the downtown 
and surrounding 
neighborhoods.   
 

� Relationship to Pedestrian.  Buildings should be designed to relate to the 
pedestrian scale.  Pedestrians respond differently to building frontages.  The 
most attractive and comfortable building frontages to pedestrians are storefronts 
with large windows and displayed 
merchandise.  Commercial 
structures need to have windows 
that relate to the public sidewalk 
and provide interest.  Building 
entrances should utilize windows, 
canopies, and awnings; provide 
unity of scale, texture, color; 
provide a sense of place; and 
signify entrances.   In addition, 
long blank walls along the 
sidewalk should be avoided. 
 

� Architecture.  Special 
consideration should be given to 
architecture within the downtown 

An isometric of a traditional storefront. 

Illustration of preferred scale and pedestrian relationship. 



CITY OF CHELSEA COMPREHENSIVE PLAN 
 

 
CHAPTER 3: LAND USE 37 

areas, as well as other areas of Chelsea.  Individual innovation in building design 
should be allowed, provided the form of an individual development does not 
detract from the traditional small-town character.  Renovations and infill 
development should be compatible with surrounding uses, provide visual 
harmony between old and new buildings, blend into the streetscape and create a 
positive image for Chelsea.  The primary goal is to maintain architectural styles 
utilizing modern building technologies that foster the intended traditional small-
town character and blend with the context of the traditional urban form.  The 
downtown must be maintained as a community and regional center that fosters a 
sense of civic pride and involvement.  The following standards should be applied 
to renovations, additions and infill development in the downtown district: 

 
□ Commercial architecture should contribute to the overall small-town 

character as a place that has history and substance.  Each structure should 
have its own identity and provide variety to the streetscape.   

□ Architectural styles should be compatible with, and not detract from, the 
historic integrity of the downtown.  Buildings should provide individualized 
architectural features, details and ornaments such as archways, colonnades 
and cornices to make them distinctive.  Building materials and colors need to 
relate well and be harmonious with the surrounding area.   

□ Overall building proportions should be in keeping with current downtown 
architecture. 

□ The first floor of the building's front facade should be primarily glass.  Upper 
stories should contain less glass, and upper-story windows should be vertical 
in proportion.  (The ratio of void to solid of the upper story facade should 
create a consistent rhythm from one building to another.) 

□ Because many of the commercial buildings back toward residential 
neighborhoods, the appearance of the rear facades of buildings need to be 
considered in addition to the front façade 
 

� Buffers. As improvements are made or redevelopment occurs, consideration 
must be given to providing an appropriate physical and aesthetic buffer to the 
adjacent residential uses.  Decorative walls, landscape or a combination of both 
are examples of elements which could be used to minimize noise, headlight glare 
and contain debris. 

 
Landmarks.  Landmarks are features that create a distinct community center and focal 
point in the downtown.  It is a physical improvement that announces entry into 
downtown and makes a statement about its image and character.  The clock tower is a 
prominent landmark in Chelsea that should be preserved and not overshadowed.  More 
subtle landmark features can also be provided at key locations such as at entry points 
into downtown, also called gateways, and at prominent street corners.  
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Special treatment at the corners of street intersections is an important and effective 
means to create community landmarks.  Buildings located on corner lots can be 
designed to become very distinct and prominent architectural features.  Special 
consideration towards architecture and site elements should reflect the importance of 
the building's corner location and create a positive visual landmark.  The District Court 
building is an illustration of this design principal. 
 
Defined Streetscape.  The streetscape in downtown is the general area between the 
front of buildings on both sides of the street, sidewalks, street trees, street lighting, and 
the roadway.  Downtown Chelsea has a traditional streetscape and includes all these 
essential elements along M-52.  The streetscape should extend north of the railroad 
tracks and along side streets within the defined central business district.  Specific 
strategies for streetscape elements are as follows:   
 

� Buildings. Buildings and uses need to front towards and relate to the street.  
Buildings need to be maintained at the front lot line in order to create a defined 
streetscape through uniform setbacks and proper relationship to adjacent 
structures. 
 

� Street Trees.  Chelsea currently has street trees along M-52 and other streets.  
Over time, trees will have to be replaced as they overgrow their environment, are 
diseased, or age into poor condition.  New trees should be planted with new 
development in downtown.  Tree placement along the commercial streets should 
have a consistent rhythm and a sense of enclosure.  Where possible, trees should 
be planted at lot lines to properly frame the building as seen from the street and 
opposing sidewalk.  It is also important to ensure the trees do not obstruct 
architectural features, business signs, window displays, and way-finding 
signage. 
 

� Street Lights.  Chelsea currently has very high quality, traditional ornamental 
lighting along M-52.  This lighting style should be implemented along M-52.  
Using a consistent style of lighting within the various areas of Chelsea is a 
unifying and recognizable element.  Ornamental lighting also reinforces linkages 
by leading pedestrians to parks, civic plazas and schools.   

 
Public Spaces.  One of the most important aspects of a positive downtown environment 
is open public spaces in the form of parks and plazas.  These spaces serve multiple 
purposes for the enjoyment of residents and shoppers.  Parks and landscape plazas 
provide visual elements that enhance the variety and identity of the downtown and 
provide locations for public events and gatherings.  In addition, encouraging public and 
privately funded public art is important to nurturing the artistic community and 
enhancing public spaces. 
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A landscaped ceremonial plaza is recommended in the area between M-52 and the 
depot to be used as a community gathering area and as a location for outdoor 
programming at the depot.  A public plaza has been constructed south of the McKune 
Library.  A small park could be integrated with a small parking lot to serve the Library.  
Public spaces can be enhanced with public art or a monument and can become a source 
of community pride and expression. 
 
Historic Preservation.  Chelsea contains significant historic, architectural and cultural 
resources that are a major asset to the community.  The Planning Commission should 
carefully consider renovations to older structures in order to ensure that the historic 
character of these buildings is retained.  Landmark buildings, structures, and sites that 
are significant to Chelsea’s history should be identified and chronicled.   In addition, 
development or redevelopment in the historic district, north area, and downtown area 
neighborhoods should be designed in keeping with the established building character.  
Architectural design elements that reflect the historic elements within the downtown 
should be documented in city ordinances and should be incorporated in new building 
development within the CBD. 
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Neighborhood Management Strategies 
 
Neighborhood Goals.  Neighborhoods 
are a critical component of the overall 
community.  This plan promotes the 
following neighborhood goals: 
 
▪ Preserve the historic, small-town 

character of the existing 
neighborhoods. 

▪ Ensure new residential 
development creates 
neighborhoods that embody 
sound community design and are 
consistent with the traditional, 
historic character of the 
community. 

▪ Provide neighborhoods with their own unique and definable sense of identity 
that are still integral parts of the overall community. 

▪ Provide safe recreation locations within each neighborhood. 
▪ Ensure proper land use transitions between commercial and residential areas. 
▪ Ensure new infill development and expansion of existing homes has compatible 

design with neighborhood architecture and character. 
▪ Promote the development and maintenance of a variety of housing types, in 

terms of price, ownership versus rental, and single family versus multiple family 
developments, to assure the continued availability of diverse housing to meet the 
needs of Chelsea’s growing population. 

 
Neighborhood Design.  Much of Chelsea’s land area is allocated to existing and 
planned residential uses.  Each residential area is a defined neighborhood with its own 
unique identity.  To understand what makes a good neighborhood it is important to 
realize the community context of which each neighborhood is a component.  Each 
neighborhood will consist of physical elements such as streets, lots, blocks, homes, 
community facilities (e.g. parks/schools) and the landscape.  Within this physical 
environment exists the social component made up of individuals, families, children, 
neighbors and social/community groups.  Each individual neighborhood is tied 
together as a part of the overall community through local government, schools, public 
facilities, community infrastructure, shopping and employment.  To ensure all Chelsea 
neighborhoods possess these qualities, new neighborhood developments and 
redevelopment within existing neighborhoods should provide the following: 
 

� Size, Scale and Walkability. Neighborhoods need an integrated street and 
sidewalk system which conveniently links neighborhoods and civic uses 
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together.  The design and density of new residential developments should be at a 
walkable scale. The actual size of a defined neighborhood should be no less than 
a reasonable walking distance, usually ½ mile across.  There should be a 
neighborhood focal point or civic destination within each neighborhood such as 
a park or school.  Residential uses should be within walking distance to some 
form of recreation, civic and/or shopping opportunity to maintain this sense of a 
“walkable community.” 

 
� Blocks.  A key aspect of maintaining connections is through a grid-like system of 

streets and blocks.  While new streets do not necessarily need to be a rigid grid 
pattern, maintaining street connections is vital to shortening driving and walking 
distances within the community.  The use of excessively long blocks or cul-de-
sacs should be avoided as they foster isolated neighborhoods and interruptions 
of traffic patterns. 
 

� Streetscape.  The public streetscape within residential neighborhoods consists of 
a number of elements: the roadway, sidewalks, street trees and street lighting.  
The following are specific recommendations for streetscapes in neighborhoods: 

 
□ All new neighborhood streets, whether in subdivisions or condominiums, 

should have curb and gutter and should not be excessively wide, but should 
be of sufficient width to allow on-street parking on at least one side of the 
street.   

□ Street trees should be provided within a 5'-8' curb lawn between the street 
and the sidewalk.  Street trees should generally be spaced 30 to 40 feet along a 
street.  Regulations should be established to allow ‘banking’ of trees when 
street trees are required but cannot be practically provided during 
development projects.  

□ Sidewalks should be provided along all streets and should be at least 5’ wide.   
□ Ornamental street lights should be provided in new residential subdivisions.  

Chelsea should adopt a style of lighting to be used consistently as a unifying 
element. 

 
� Neighborhood Parks.  Neighborhood parks are a key element to any quality 

neighborhood.  These can take the form of a public park, a school playground or 
a common area held in ownership by a subdivision or condominium association.  
Chelsea should pursue opportunities to create “pocket” parks or small open 
space areas within the established downtown area neighborhoods where 
accessibility to green spaces is not currently readily available.  In evaluating 
potential locations, proximity to existing homes, visibility from within the 
neighborhood and programming needs should be considered. 
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Residential Design. Single family and multiple family residential uses are 
recommended in locations at variable densities provide a distinct transition to the 
surrounding rural areas.  Residential densities within Chelsea vary from a relatively 
higher density near the central business district, to more moderate densities at the 
edges.  A transition zone from the “urban” densities, requiring water and sewer service, 
to the “rural” densities has been defined.  This growth boundary, also referred to as the 
“muck-line,”  is an outer edge that is defined by a combination of elements including 
natural features, existing development patterns, city scale and the appropriate size of 
future neighborhoods surrounding Chelsea.  The following are specific 
recommendations for housing either within new neighborhoods or infill housing: 
 

� Front Entries.  Homes and multiple family buildings should be designed to offer 
a prominent front entrance facing the front lot line and include other elements 
such as front porches and architectural details such as columns.  The front 
building line of all homes and multiple family buildings should be consistent 
with the adjoining and nearby homes 
and buildings. 
 

� Garages.  The design and orientation 
of single family homes and multiple 
family buildings should minimize the 
visual dominance of garages. Garages 
should be side loaded, rear loaded, 
recessed 5’ or more from the front 
building line, or detached from the 
main building structure and located in 
the rear yard. 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Above: Typical lot/garage configurations. 

Above: Attached front-entry garage recessed 
from the front building façade. 
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� Architecture.  Traditional architectural styles should be encouraged and 
incorporate design elements complementary to the existing homes in Chelsea’s 
historic neighborhoods.  Durable materials are recommended such as brick and 
stone, while siding is acceptable for accents.  A home or building could be 
entirely siding if it is applied in a manner consistent with traditional 
neighborhood housing design principles.  When possible, adaptive re-use of 
existing buildings for future low- and moderate-income residential units should 
be encouraged. 

 
Neighborhood Commercial Nodes.  As residential development occurs in Chelsea, the 
demand for local, neighborhood-scale commercial uses increases.  Longer length trips 
for daily convenience items places unnecessary additional stress on congested streets 
and negatively impacts pedestrian safety (especially school children).  The Future Land 
Use map suggests two intersection areas where neighborhood commercial nodes could 
provide local commercial offerings for these additional homes: M-52/Dewey and 
Dexter-Chelsea/Freer.  To protect the residential character of these areas, the total 
square feet of commercial space at each node must not exceed 30,000 square feet.  Site 
layout, building design, materials, lighting and landscaping should be tailored to 
minimize impacts to surrounding residential uses. 
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CHAPTER 4: 
TRANSPORTATION 

 
This chapter focuses on the transportation network and its relationship to land use 
decisions for Chelsea and surrounding areas, including the local and regional mobility, 
non-motorized, and corridor-specific analyses including use and design 
recommendations.  These goals, recommendations, and strategies should be used in 
tandem with Chapters 3 and 5 to provide a sustainable pattern of development 
throughout the Chelsea area, to maintain Chelsea’s unique character while providing a 
quality, efficient transportation network.   
 
While Chelsea is a very walkable and bikeable community, and is served by transit, 
most people travel by car.  Traffic flow in Chelsea is impacted by several factors, among 
them periodic congestion and heavy traffic volumes along the  main north-south street 
through downtown (M-52), a lack of other north-south options, and several railroad 
crossings.  As new neighborhoods developed in the place of former farm sites, most 
were designed with a more suburban character (larger lots, deeper setbacks, wider 
winding streets) distinct from the historic grid street system and smaller lots of the city.  
The city should consider the physical and visual integration of future neighborhood 
development, especially multiple street and pedestrian connections so it feels like an 
extension of the city.  Chelsea’s non-motorized pathways, sidewalks and pedestrian 
crossings have been a priority,  but connectivity and continuity along major routes is 
still lacking.  The following sections describe existing conditions, trends, and 
recommendations for the future. 
 

Mobility 
 
Introduction.  Chelsea transportation 
routes affect the movement of people, 
shape the character of the community, and 
influence development.  It is important to 
consider transportation when planning for 
the future to ensure these systems can 
support other goals for Chelsea, such as 
land use development and community 
character.  Since transportation is also impacted by decisions made by surrounding 
townships, the street commission, and MDOT, coordination is very important.   
 
Functional Classification.  Public streets in within Chelsea are classified by the 
Michigan Department of Transportation (MDOT) as either a State Trunkline, County 
Primary, County Local, City Major (Major Streets), or City Local streets according to Act 
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51 (P.A. 1951) requirements.  All streets under city jurisdiction are either City Major or 
City Local.  In addition, all streets within Chelsea are also classified by the Federal 
Highway Administration (FHWA) as Minor Arterial, Major Collector, Minor Collector, 
or Local Street, according to the National Functional Classification (NFC).  Road classes 
are generally designated based on a number of factors including volume, capacity, and 
whether they are intended to primarily serve through or local traffic.  The hierarchy is 
intended to recognize that certain streets are intended to accommodate higher traffic 
volumes and through traffic at higher speeds while others are intended to handle local 
traffic in smaller volumes at lower speeds.  
 
Street Width.  The width of a street plays an important role in determining the function, 
capacity, and speeds on a given street.  However, street width and housing setbacks 
also significantly impact the character of a street, especially in single family residential 
neighborhoods.  The following paragraphs discuss the implications of street width on 
Major and Local Streets. 
 

� Major Streets.  The Major Street standard width is minimum 32 feet to face-of-
curb with parallel parking on one side, and minimum 40 feet with parallel 
parking on both sides.  This provides two un-interrupted travel lanes along the 
street.  These wider streets will lead to more efficient traffic patterns and less 
likelihood of congestion with higher volumes than local streets, but may increase 
vehicle speeds. Well designed subdivisions that provide a more continuous 
network of local streets may reduce the need for wider, higher speed Major 
Streets.  Cul-de-sacs should generally be avoided because they result in more 
congestion overall, impact the convenience and emergency vehicle access, and 
cause less efficient snow removal. The minimum right-of-way width for Major 
City Streets is 66 feet.   

 
� Local Streets.  The Local Street standard width is 28 feet to back-of-curb and 

allows for on-street parking on only one side of the street.  In situations with on-
street parking, two oncoming cars are required to slow down and yield for one 
another.  While this may cause some brief frustration for some motorists, it 
results in a form of traffic calming and helps to keep speeds low on local 
residential streets.  This type of design is appropriate for low volume streets.  
The minimum right-of-way width for Local City Streets is 66 feet.   
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Mobility Management Strategies 
 
Mobility Goals. 
 

� Accommodate increasing traffic created by new development through a new 
collector street system around the west side of the city, new street alignments on 
the east side to provide alternate access to I-94, improved traffic signal 
technology, access management along all Arterial and Collector Streets 
(including select driveway closures when opportunities arise), and 
improvements at problem intersections.   A commuter rail connection along 
existing rail infrastructure between Chelsea and Ann Arbor could provide 
additional benefits, including promotion of multi-modal transportation and 
reduction of congestion,  
 

� Provide a comprehensive non-motorized transportation system throughout the 
community extending along Arterial and Collector Streets in Chelsea and 
townships, especially to link major landmarks such as parks, schools and 
downtown. 
 

� Continuously pursue actions to make the downtown, commercial districts and 
residential neighborhoods more walkable through new pathways/sidewalks, 
pedestrian amenities, street design improvements, and traffic calming efforts. 
 

� Preserve or enhance the capacity of the Major Street system (Arterials and 
Collectors) and reduce crash potential, through careful management of access 
location and spacing.  Where possible, fine tune intersection operations rather 
than extensive widening that may be in conflict with the character of Chelsea. 
 

� Maintain on-street parking downtown to support a vibrant business district. 
 
In order to work toward these goals in the Chelsea area, various tools and techniques 
should be implemented.  The following sections discuss methods for managing and 
improving the overall transportation network by evaluating the character, function, 
width, and connectivity of the system to improve existing facilities and identify new 
routes. 
 
Mobility Recommendations. 
 

� Street Character.  One of the attributes of Chelsea is the small-town ambiance. 
The atmosphere within neighborhoods’ narrow tree lined streets and sidewalks 
reinforce this character.  However, for a period of time streets in new 
neighborhoods lacked some of this character because of wider streets and house 
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setbacks, caused in part by design standards that reflected a more suburban 
philosophy.  One recommendation in the current comprehensive plan is that new 
streets should more closely resemble the character of existing, mature 
neighborhoods in Chelsea.  The City Council adopted revisions to the street 
design specifications to allow more narrow local streets where appropriate. 
Those standards should be expanded to include a wider variety based on the 
streets functional classification (local, collector, arterial), expected land uses, 
expected traffic volumes, desired travel speeds, uninterrupted block length and 
horizontal design (straight vs. curves, etc.). Building setbacks and streetscape 
elements could also be varied based on the street design and density of use.  
Where the desire is for low speeds and discouragement of cut-through traffic, 
traffic calming measures could be integrated with the design.  
 

� Street Connectivity.  Development in and around Chelsea should connect with 
the existing street network.  Chelsea should continue to work with adjacent 
townships to coordinate connectivity between jurisdictions.  Within a connected 
street system, there are multiple ways to connect to two locations.  This provides 
motorists with multiple routes and helps to reduce driving distances and diffuse 
traffic.  Connected streets also provide continuous routes that enhance non-
motorized transportation.  With connected streets, special consideration needs to 
be given to network design. 
 
Providing street connections between adjacent subdivisions allows for the 
movement between adjacent neighborhoods without the need to access major 
streets.  It also provides alternative means for residents within the subdivisions 
to access the major street network at locations that are most efficient for traveling 
to their destination, shortening trips and thereby minimizing traffic impacts to 
the major street network.  All new development should include stub streets for 
future connections to adjacent undeveloped properties.  It is important that 
connections between local streets be designed to discourage use by through 
traffic that does not have an origin or destination within the local neighborhood. 
 

� Commuter Rail.  A segment of the commuter traffic that passes through and 
originates in Chelsea each day has a common destination of the City of Ann 
Arbor for work, business, education, or other activities.  The city should pursue 
using the existing passenger rail infrastructure to provide a commuter rail link 
between Chelsea and Ann Arbor, possibly as part of a larger regional commuter 
rail network. 

 
� Private Streets.  Due to the negative impacts on street connectivity and 

circulation and future maintenance problems, new private streets should not be 
permitted. 
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� Traffic Calming.  In areas where the street is already built and speed problems 
are present, Chelsea could develop a neighborhood traffic calming system. This 
would involve a partnership between neighborhood residents and the police 
department to determine actual speeds, and if perceived problems are real, 
determine appropriate responses. This process also allows the residents and city 
officials to become more aware of the implications of such typical responses as 
stop signs or street closures that often are not successful.  More successful 
responses could be enforcement, neighborhood publicity campaigns or physical 
changes such as street narrowing or other traffic calming techniques.  Chelsea 
should evaluate potential locations for traffic calming solutions by implementing 
a pilot program.  Such a program would monitor speeds, identify pedestrian 
crossings, and implementing traffic calming measures on a trial basis. 
 

� Access Management. Each access point along arterial and collector streets 
diminishes the primary function to move traffic safely and efficiently. Each 
access point creates a conflict point for pedestrians and bicyclists and can 
contribute to crashes.  Thus, access to each proposed development should be 
carefully evaluated to ensure minimum disruption on traffic flow and to reduce 
or separate conflict points.  To some degree, this can be accomplished through 
site plan and subdivision review, but more specific access management 
standards should be adopted.  

 
Such standards should include minimum separation between driveways and 
other driveways or intersections on both sides of the street.  Chelsea should 
generally allow only one access point to a site, with additional access accepted 
only if spacing standards can be met, or if a second access point is critical for safe 
and efficient traffic flow.  In some cases, shared access through joint driveways, 
service streets, or parking lot connections may be beneficial.  
 
In locations where access is already poorly spaced, closure or redesign of access 
points should be addressed when uses change, expansions are proposed, or 
street improvement project is undertaken.  Since most of Chelsea is already 
developed with closely spaced driveways and narrow lots, compliance with 
typical MDOT spacing standards may not be practical.  Still, along the main 
corridors opportunities to retro-fit access through closures, consolidations, and 
shared access connections to improve the safety and traffic flow.. For new 
developments or large redevelopments, MDOT has established desired access 
spacing based on the posted speed limit (shown below). 
 
Desired Access Spacing:  
 

• 25 mph 130 feet 



CITY OF CHELSEA COMPREHENSIVE PLAN 
 
 

 
CHAPTER 4: TRANSPORTATION 50 

• 30 mph 185 feet 

• 35 mph 250 feet 

• 40 mph+ 300 feet 
 

� Concurrent Improvements.  Improvements to handle the traffic generated by 
new projects should be provided concurrent with construction. Chelsea may 
require developers to prepare a traffic impact study to assess traffic impacts and 
improvements needed. The MDOT handbook “Evaluating Traffic Impact 
Studies” can be used as a guide. 
 

� Extend North Street. An extension of North Street west of Hayes to connect with 
Cavanaugh Lake Road would provide a key link from the industrial area north 
of the downtown and the future Chelsea West Drive.  When completed, this 
extension should be accompanied by adjustments in the planned land uses for 
the area immediately north and northwest of downtown (see North Street 
Corridor Map in Chapter 3: Land Use).   
 
The connection would create an opportunity for a more intense mix of land use 
on the east and west ends of North Street, and meet the goal of increasing 
connectivity between Downtown Chelsea and the new route alignment to the 
west.  This project is logical even before construction of a Chelsea West Drive if 
an improved rail crossing can be provided as discussed below.  Extending 
Industrial Drive and connecting the industrial park across Letts Creek using the 
existing easement should also be considered when North Street is extended. 
 

� Rail Crossing Improvements. There are several rail crossings adjacent to and 
throughout Chelsea that have limited stacking space along the approaches or 
private driveways. An upgrade of rail crossings on the west side of the city 
should be pursued to address increasing traffic volumes.  The city has discussed 
closure of one or both crossings if a better crossing, such as a changed existing 
crossing or a new crossing, can be provided.   

 
Additional Corridor Discussion. 
 

� Fletcher Road Connection.  The street path of M-52 (north of Chelsea) to Old US-
12, to the Jackson Road interchange with I-94 is already a “capacity deficient” 
(congested) corridor as of 2005.  With the increase in residents north and east of 
downtown through approved or proposed development, the strain on this route 
is only going to intensify in the future.   
 
One potential alternative for providing another access to the interchange is being 
discussed by the county, the City of Chelsea, Lima Township, and landowners 
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east of Chelsea.  As shown on the Transportation Plan Map, a new collector street 
would connect with Dexter-Chelsea Road just east of the city limits (where the 
grade of the railroad and street are most even) south across the railroad, turning 
east to Fletcher Road for access to the freeway.  This alignment is supported by 
the Freight Safety and Services Division of the Michigan Department of 
Transportation, as it would eliminate three private driveway crossings and 
relieve pressure on the Fletcher Road railroad crossing farther to the east.   
 
This scenario would require cooperation from landowners and developers of the 
properties along the corridor, and would also need the official designation of 
Fletcher as a Rural Major Collector street.  Paving of Fletcher Road and widening 
to three lanes (two through lanes and a center turn lane) would be necessary.  
Chelsea supports Lima Township and the County Road Commission in their 
efforts to secure right-of-way and funding for construction and improvements 
needed to complete this connection. 
 

� Chelsea West Drive.  Chelsea West Drive is discussed in the next section of this 
Chapter on the following page. 

 

Mobility Management Strategies: Chelsea West Drive 
 

Introduction.  While M-52 serves as the principal north/south arterial through 
the center of Chelsea, development has significantly increased overall traffic 
volumes, especially truck traffic.  Several studies were conducted between 1996 
and 2006 to study additional major north-south routes around Chelsea that 
would address these problems.  One of the initial studies identified potential 
alignments around both the east and west sides of Chelsea, and concluded that 
the eastern route was impractical due to environmental and engineering 
constraints.   
 
A more detailed environmental assessment examining the western route 
prepared in 2001 concluded that the western route was feasible and identified a 
general alignment located primarily in Sylvan Township.  While the alignment 
was agreed upon by the city, township, and county, no funding or right-of-way 
was immediately available for construction.   Since the general alignment was 
agreed on, Sylvan Township has been working with private developers along the 
alignment to secure construction of the townships’ segments.. 
 
West Drive Route Goals.  The plan recommends a western street from M-52/I-
94 interchange to reconnect to M-52 north of the city limits.  This plan promotes 
the following goals related to Chelsea West Drive: 
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� Reduce traffic volumes along Main Street (M-52). 
 

� Provide an alternate route for truck traffic between the north side of the 
city and I-94. 
 

� Protect the vehicular capacity and safety of the Chelsea West Drive  
through access management. 
 

� Maintain a comfortable and safe business environment along M-52 within 
the city. 
 

� Protect natural features along the Chelsea West Drive.  
 

� Preserve the vitality and on-
street parking in the central 
business district. 
 

West Drive Requirement.  M-52 is 
the primary north/south route 
through Chelsea.  It provides the 
only direct link between the I-94 
interchange at the south end of the 
city and areas to the north.  As the 
region continues to develop, traffic 
volumes are increasing along the M-
52.  Industrial development on the 
north side of the city contributes a 
significant amount of truck traffic 
through the town center.  While the 
initial concept for this street was an 
arterial with a speed limit of 40 to 50 
miler per hour, the residential 
development planned for the 
neighboring property has shifted the 
street’s character to a collector with a 
lower speed limit (30 to 40 miles per 
hour). 
 
Proposed West Drive Route.  The 
Chelsea West Drive will take the 
form of a limited access street that 
originates at the I-94 interchange 
area.  It will proceed west then Chelsea West Drive Segments 
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northerly between the city limits and the wetlands that line Letts Creek.  The 
new street will rejoin M-52 north of Chelsea in the vicinity of the intersection of 
M-52 and Werkner Road. 
 
West Drive Progress by Segment.  As mentioned previously, Sylvan Township 
has been working with private developers along the alignment to secure right-of-
way and funding to construct portions of the route as new development occurs.  
The following paragraphs outline the progress of the Chelsea West Drive route 
alignment, broken into several segments. 
 

� North: M-52/Werkner south to Sibley.  Recently, local officials had 
worked with a developer on much of the property along this segment to 
secure right-of-way and an agreement to construct this portion of the 
Chelsea West Drive.  Unfortunately, the development is no longer 
planned.  The city and township will continue to work with any potential 
developer to accommodate this segment’s alignment. 

 
� North Central: Sibley south to Cavanaugh Lake.  A new residential 

development has been proposed in Sylvan Township that includes most 
of the property in this portion of the Chelsea West Drive.  The plans 
include dedicated right-of-way and construction plans for this portion of 
the Chelsea West Drive as the development is constructed.  The final 
design may include a roundabout and other traffic calming measures to 
keep speeds down through the residential developments in the area.  The 
Chelsea West Drive railroad crossing is not part of this development.    

 
� South Central: Cavanaugh Lake south to Old US-12.  Most of the 

property in this segment is currently owned by the Chelsea Retirement 
Communities.  Securing approval from the railroad for an additional 
crossing is an issue and may require the simultaneous closure of one or 
more other crossings on the west side of the city to gain approval for a 
new crossing.  In addition, the potential extension of North Street from 
Hayes through to Cavanaugh Lake Road is a key element of Chelsea West 
Drive, providing an alternate for industrial traffic originating north of 
downtown.  The current configuration of facilities on their property 
would accommodate the alignment, and the city and township should 
work with property owners in this segment to secure right-of-way for 
future construction.  Any new development adjacent to or through the 
alignment should be encouraged to accommodate and construct their 
portion of the Chelsea West Drive. 

 
� South: Old US-12 south to I-94 Interchange Area.  Sylvan Township has 

been working to reserve as much right-of-way as possible for this portion 
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of the Chelsea West Drive alignment.  Two main issues restricting 
progress are the high number of property owners with land in the 
alignment and the absence of a more logical location for a connection back 
into M-52 north of the existing I-94 interchange area.  The township and 
the city should continue to work with property owners and developers to 
secure right-of-way when possible, and continue to evaluate locations and 
design for connection to M-52, including interchange modifications 
discussed below. 

 
� I-94 Interchange Area.  A major challenge to the Chelsea West Drive is its 

link with the I-94 interchange.  As the property along M-52 north of I-94 
has continued to experience commercial development, the availability of 
locations for connections with the Chelsea West Drive alignment has 
significantly decreased.  The Sylvan Township Plan still anticipates the 
Chelsea West Drive 
connection being made 
through Pielemeier 
Drive and Brown 
Drive, which intersects 
M-52 just north of the 
existing westbound 
ramps. Two potential 
interchange 
reconfiguration 
schematics are shown 
on this page, and are 
intended to provide 
effective solutions for 
correcting the current 
traffic issues in the 
north half of the 
interchange while also 
accommodating a new 
Major Street 
connection to the west.  
In addition to concepts 
shown using the 
existing M-52 overpass 
shown on this page, 
Sylvan Township’s 
plan includes several 
other reconstruction 
concepts to shift M-52 

Above: Roundabout Concept 

Above: New Westbound Exit Ramp Concept 
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to the west with a rebuilt interchange to accommodate an intersection of 
M-52 and Chelsea West Drive north of the freeway.  When the M-52 
bridge over I-94 is replaced, consideration should be given to realigning or 
shifting the overpass slightly to the west to provide a convenient 
connection to Chelsea West Drive while also maintaining flow through on 
M-52/Main Street.   

 
The configuration of the interchange could include moving the  
westbound exit ramp to come through the current park and ride lot, a 
roundabout at the intersection of the access ramps/M-52/Brown Drive/ 
Chelsea West Drive, or a complete reconstruction and shift of the 
interchange and overpass to the west (which has been discussed by the 
county and townships).  The new westbound ramp concept and the 
roundabout concept, shown on the previous page, would potentially 
handle future projected traffic while negating a need for a new 
interchange.   
 
While there are a number of alternatives, Chelsea and Sylvan Township 
should continue to work with WATS, Washtenaw County Road 
Commission, and MDOT to monitor conditions and coordinate efforts 
provide access from the south end of the proposed Chelsea West Drive to 
the I-94 interchange area.  

 
Access Management.  Safe efficient traffic flow along the Chelsea West Drive can 
be enhanced through access management.  Access management involves 
comprehensive controls over all aspects of street access to minimize conflict 
points and help preserve the streets ability to carry traffic.  This will help protect 
the public investment in the street by minimizing congestion, accident potential 
and facilitate through traffic operations. 
 
Access to Chelsea West Drive will be provided by intersections with cross streets 
only, including M-52, Old US-12, Cavanaugh Lake Road, Sibley Road and 
Werkner Road and any approved residential streets for new development along 
the corridor.  In order to preserve the efficiency, capacity and safety of the street, 
additional access points should not be allowed.  All properties that line the new 
street should be accessed by the existing and new east-west streets.  Larger 
parcels could have direct access to Chelsea West Drive, if WCRC access spacing 
standards are met. 
 
Connection to Cavanaugh Lake Road will enhance access to the north side of 
downtown Chelsea depending upon the configuration of the grade separation or 
other crossing of the rail line. 
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Land Uses. The major land use changes will be residential densities along 
Chelsea West Drive and the western portion of Chelsea West Drive will be 2-10 
dwelling units per acre.   
 
A node of office service could be considered where Chelsea West Drive street ties 
back into M-52 on the north side of Chelsea. 
 
Parkway.  Chelsea West Drive should be designed as a “parkway” with 
informal, naturalistic landscaping along the right-of-way and a bike path.  
 
Natural Features.  Letts Creek runs to the west of Chelsea.  This creek includes 
significant wetland areas that form a linear greenway along the west side of the 
city, commonly referred to as the “Muck Line.”  Chelsea West Drive will need to 
be aligned to minimize impact to this natural system, while also minimizing 
impact to land uses along Chelsea West Drive.  Some impact to the wetlands and 
other natural features may be necessary in order to avoid significantly adverse 
impacts to land uses, such as the Methodist Retirement Community. 
 
The intent is that Chelsea West Drive will serve as the western edge of the more 
intense development served by water and sewer.  The area west of Chelsea West 
Drive will include Letts Creek and the wetland areas.   
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South M-52 Corridor Management Strategies 
 
South M-52 Corridor Goals.  Uses 
along the M-52 corridor provide a 
variety of goods and services for 
area residents and vehicles 
traveling along I-94 between 
Detroit and Chicago.  As a result, 
the corridor must balance the 
demands of vehicles with those of 
pedestrians.  This plan promotes 
the following goals along the M-52 
corridor: 
 

� Ensure new construction and building renovations are harmonious with the 
established “character” of Chelsea, including encouraging design elements 
common with the character of downtown (refer to Central Business District 
Management Strategies in Chapter 3).   
 

� Design improvement projects in the right-of-way area to complement the design 
of the downtown, including decorative streetlights, furniture, and burying 
overhead utilities (as opportunities arise). 

 
� Maintain a strong visual relationship between building, site and adjacent 

development. 
 

� Commit to enhancing the environment for safe pedestrian movement from 
within Chelsea and along this corridor. 

 
� Implement street and circulation standards that increase motorist safety and 

convenience.  
 

� Upgrade new and existing design with additional landscaping to provide 
screening, buffering, circulation and site enhancements. 
 

� Pursue development of a corridor improvement district/authority to coordinate 
improvements (could include a Principal Shopping District (PSD), Downtown 
Development Authority (DDA), Tax Increment Financing Authority (TIFA), or 
other organization identified in the Corridor Improvement Act). 

 
Neighborhood and Community Framework.  The South M-52 corridor is defined as the 
segment between I-94 and Old US-12.  With large parcel sizes and the proximity to the 
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interstate highway, the area has developed with a mixture of high intensity commercial 
uses.  Many of the uses have existed for many years and it is likely that this area will see 
a fair amount of redevelopment in the future.  
 
The uses along the corridor are isolated and often do not have a strong relationship to 
the street or to one another.  Individual properties are served by at least one driveway 
access onto M-52, creating turning conflicts and delays.   
 
One tool for the future to improve the overall quality of this corridor is the 
establishment of a Planned Shopping District (PSD) along the M-52 corridor. 
 
Access Management.  Motorist, pedestrian, and bicyclist safety can be increased 
through the development of standards for driveway location, placement and design.  
Shared access drives and connections to adjacent parking lots should also be required 
where appropriate to reduce the number of curb cuts and turning movements onto M-
52.  
 
Old Manchester Road Intersection.  The Old Manchester Road/M-52 intersection 
should be realigned to meet at a 90-degree angle.  This modification will improve 
turning movements and provide better visibility for on-coming traffic. 
 
Gateway.  The M-52/Old US-12 intersection signifies an important location as one 
enters the core downtown and neighborhood area. The design, scale and appearance of 
this area is critical as the portion of Chelsea south of Old US-12 experiences growth.  
Elements that may mark the gateway include high quality architectural design, site 
design that responds positively to the dominant location and pedestrian amenities.  The 
existing welcome sign at the pharmacy site on the northeast corner is an example of 
gateway treatment.    
 
Non-Motorized Transportation System.  Continuous, connected pedestrian and 
bicyclist amenities are needed to foster a safe and 
enjoyable shopping experience.  Sidewalks, marked 
crossings across commercial driveway approaches 
and adequate separation from the street are critical 
components along both sides of the M-52.  A 
designated bike lane should be promoted on Old 
Manchester Road as a safer alternative to M-52. 
 
Commercial Design Standards.  As non-residential 
properties redevelop, the amount of parking 
provided in the front yard should be limited.  In 
locations where off-street parking is provided in 
view of the street, enhanced landscape treatments 
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should be required to obscure the visibility.   This treatment will help to reduce the 
“voids” created by areas of pavement and parked cars.   Building walls visible from the 
public street should include windows and architectural features customarily found on 
the front facade of a building, such as awnings, cornice work, edge detailing or other 
decorative finish materials.   The buildings and site design should also offer pedestrian-
oriented elements such as prominent and welcoming building entrances and sidewalk 
linkages. 
 
Streetscape Elements.  Additional amenities such as street lights, modified sign 
standards, underground utilities and landscape enhancements will provide unifying 
elements to significantly improve the appearance and value of the corridor.   
 
 

 
 
Uniform Zoning.  To 
ensure that all these 
improvements are 
applied consistently 
along the M-52 
Corridor, the 
properties should 
have consistent 
zoning either in the 
form of a new M-52 
Business District or as 
an overlay district.  
This district or 
overlay zone will 
bring all properties 
within the zone up to 
the highest standards 
identified for this corridor.  Setbacks, driveway spacing, and other important 

An example of architecture for larger uses. 

Detailing for larger one-story buildings. 
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regulations that would otherwise vary between use districts will all be elevated to the 
same standard, aiding uniform application and maximizing benefits of the regulations. 

 
Old US-12 Corridor Management Strategies 
 
Old US-12 Corridor Goals.  
Uses along the Old US-12 
corridor provide a variety of 
goods and services for area 
residents.  This plan promotes 
the following goals along the 
Old US-12 corridor: 
 

 
� Protect the established 

character of Chelsea. 
 
� Establish identity 

features at the east and 
west ends of the city. 

 
� Commit to enhancing 

the environment for 
safe pedestrian 
movement. 

 
� Upgrade landscape 

and buffering 
standards. 

 
 
 
Neighborhood and Community Framework. The Old US-12 corridor is a main east-
west route through the southern end of Chelsea.  With the I-94 interchange 
approximately three miles to the east, the Old US-12 corridor serves as a main vehicular 
entry point into Chelsea.  The land use patterns along the corridor consist of established 
commercial, institutional and residential uses. The highest intensity uses are 
concentrated at the Old US-12/M-52 intersection, then the uses transition to mixed 
residential densities to the east and west and finally transition to lower density 
residential uses beyond the city limits.  
 

Old US-12 Corridor Plan. 
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Unifying Elements.  While the land use types and building setbacks and orientation are 
mixed along the corridor, unifying elements are needed including the following: 
 

� A continuous sidewalk should be provided on both sides of Old US-12.  In 
addition, a bike lane should be provided along the street to provide cyclists 
access to the regional bike path system planned by the county. 

 
� Street trees should be provided between the street edge and the sidewalk. 

 
� Complementary landscape design along the street edge will create a cohesive 

appearance and reinforce the linear focus along the corridor.  
 

� An entrance sign is recommended at the east and west city limits. 
 

Greenbelt Design.  A more natural greenbelt is desired along the Old US-12 Road 
frontage.  This greenbelt should be wider than would be found in downtown to reflect 
the more rural character leading into Chelsea. This wider greenbelt should include a 
mixture of plant types that are planted in natural groupings, not uniform rows.  Where 
berms are more appropriate to provide screening, they shall be designed in a manner 
that provides subtle horizontal and vertical undulations.    
 

Commercial Design and Signage Standards.  The same standards as presented in the 
South M-52 Corridor Plan apply.  No signs shall be allowed within the street right of 
way or in a location which blocks sight distance at driveway locations.  Sign and sign 
base materials shall be 
complementary to the site and 
adjacent architecture. 
 

Dexter-Chelsea Road 
Corridor Management 
Strategies 
 
Dexter-Chelsea Road Corridor 
Goals. 
 

� Create an eastern city 
entryway. 

 
� Provide east-west 

pedestrian pathway 
connections. 

 

Dexter-Chelsea Road Corridor. 



CITY OF CHELSEA COMPREHENSIVE PLAN 
 
 

 
CHAPTER 4: TRANSPORTATION 62 

� Develop a cohesive low density neighborhood, extending northward, 
incorporating elements of Chelsea’s traditional neighborhoods. 

 
� Preserve historic buildings as part of redevelopment. 

 
� Maintain and enhance pastoral landscape elements. 

 
Neighborhood and Community Framework. Dexter-Chelsea Road extends east from 
downtown Chelsea to the nearby Village of Dexter. The street runs through an 
established residential neighborhood near downtown then along a mixture of scattered 
homes, farm fields and a large single family residential subdivision that is currently 
under development. The street is relatively narrow with few access interruptions. A rail 
line parallels Dexter-Chelsea Road to the south that will likely prevent new street 
connections from the south.  The city’s sewage treatment plant is situated to the north of 
Dexter-Chelsea Road.  The new subdivision under construction will offer proper 
buffering and screening from the facility to avoid any potentially adverse impacts.   
 
Corridor Recommendations.  Some general recommendations for the corridor.   
 

� Entry Feature.  Create a simple entryway feature at the eastern boundary. This 
would be consistent with the entry feature designed for other locations - a simple 
sign and landscaping. 
 

� Non-Motorized.  Pathways should be provided along both sides of Dexter-
Chelsea Road, where possible, to allow for an eventual non-motorized 
connection between Chelsea and Dexter. All developments along the corridor 
should have non-motorized facilities that feed into the pathways along the street.  
Where the street is abutting the railroad right-of-way, a pathway only on the 
north side of the street will suffice. 
 

Existing Vegetation.  Hedgerows and 
rural landscape give this corridor its 
flavor. Through the site plan review 
or PUD process, development should 
be directed away from the frontage, 
creating Greenbelt Areas along 
Dexter-Chelsea Road. The recent 
residential project is a good example 
of this setback and natural greenbelt 
preservation.  The 3-D graphic to the 
right illustrates a typical greenbelt. 
 

A typical Greenbelt. 

Pathway 

ROW 
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New Residential Development Recommendations.  In addition to the residential 
project under construction, any new residential development in the vicinity of this 
corridor should be designed to replicate Chelsea’s traditional neighborhoods and 
should be integrated into the established neighborhood framework on both sides of 
Dexter-Chelsea Road.  More specifically, the following residential development 
recommendations are offered: 

 
▪ Open Space.  Common areas should be provided for useable open space, natural 

feature preservation, and recreation.  Consideration must be given to both larger 
parks that will draw residents from a large area and small neighborhood parks 
that provide safe recreation area for neighborhood residents. 

 
▪ Streets and Sidewalks.  Streets should be relatively narrow (28 feet), lined with 

trees and sidewalks along both sides.   Streets and sidewalks should be 
connected between different neighborhoods to reduce the need to enter onto 
Dexter-Chelsea Road. 

 
▪ Home Design.  Homes should be designed to offer prominent front entrances 

and architectural interest and to minimize the visual dominance of garages. 
Garages should be side entry, or front entry only if they are recessed five (5) feet 
or more from the front building line, or detached from the main building 
structure (located in the rear of the house).  Traditional design elements should 
be incorporated that are complementary to the existing homes in historic 
Chelsea.  Diversity in design (building footprint), architectural features, and 
high-quality building materials and finishes should be encouraged. 

 
▪ Historic Buildings. Historic buildings should be retained as part of any 

redevelopment. Adaptive reuse into other compatible uses such as community 
gathering areas, commercial or office could be considered. 

 
▪ Neighborhood Commercial.  As indicated on the future land use map, a small 

neighborhood business node could be considered near the intersection of Dexter-
Chelsea Road and Freer Road. The uses should include those that would serve 
the immediate area (1 mile radius market area) and volumes along Dexter-
Chelsea Road, but not uses that are more appropriate for the downtown or M-52 
corridor.  Representative uses include small scale gas stations with convenience 
items,  convenience stores, small restaurants or day care centers. The project 
should be small in scale, designed with equal attention to pedestrians and 
vehicles, and be architecturally consistent with the design guidelines 
recommended for the downtown.  
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Non-Motorized Pathways  
 
A comprehensive non-motorized pathway system adds to the overall quality of life for 
residents by providing access to various community facilities and parks and by offering 
a source of recreation for residents that bike, jog, walk, and exercise.  The Non-
Motorized Pathways Map depicts the type and location of pathways that currently exist 
or are proposed to be provided in the future. Four different types of non-motorized 
pathways are provided in Chelsea as follows: 
 

� Sidewalks. Five foot wide concrete sidewalks, 
separated from the street by a grass median, 5 to 
8 feet in width, located along many of Chelsea’s 
streets.  The sidewalks represent a more urban 
scale often associated with the land use densities 
that exist within the city.   

 
� Multi-Purpose Pathways.  Asphalt pathways 8 

to 14 feet in width, to provide access to, and for 
the purpose of, multi-purpose activities such as 
walking, running, biking, rollerblading, etc.   

 

� Bike Lanes.  Bike lanes are an alternative in 
locations where buildings and/or limited right-
of-way do not permit construction of an off-road 
pathway or in locations where separation of 
bikes and pedestrians is desired.  

 
� Off-Road Pathways.  Chelsea is fortunate to 

possess various natural areas within and 
adjacent to its limits.  Off-street trails take 
advantage of these natural areas and consist of a 
series of non-impervious paths constructed of 
crushed stone, wood chips or boardwalks, as 
conditions dictate.  Incorporating natural 
systems into the Pathways Plan not only creates 
additional recreation and educational opportunities, but also enhances the 
attractiveness of adjacent land uses.  This is particularly evident in the north end 
of the city where a substantial amount of new development is anticipated.  

 
Chelsea has been proactive in promoting pathways and making them a priority.  The 
pathways system is widely used by residents.  To encourage the expansion of the 
system, pathways are required along main streets for new development and 



CITY OF CHELSEA COMPREHENSIVE PLAN 
 
 

 
CHAPTER 4: TRANSPORTATION 65 

redevelopment projects.  Residential development projects are also required to provide 
sidewalks in the development to enable residents to better access to main streets and 
key destinations, including schools and parks. 
 

Non-Motorized Pathways Management Strategies 
 
Non-Motorized Pathway Goals.  As development continues and areas within the city 
redevelop, a coordinated plan is needed to safely and efficiently accommodate 
pedestrians, passenger vehicles and trucks.  The Pathways Plan, in conjunction with 
parks, recreation and open space, promotes the following values: 
 
▪ With the existing sidewalk system as a basis, expand the non-motorized pathway 

options throughout the Chelsea and encourage expansion in general. 
 
▪ Provide connections to downtown, schools, the library, parks, community 

services, and between land uses.  
 
▪ Provide a safe, pleasant, and diverse experience for all system users. 

 
Non-Motorized Pathways Recommendations.  The 
development and implementation of a continuous 
pedestrian system should be a top priority.  A pathways 
plan identifies locations where new facilities should be 
constructed, connections to existing facilities should be 
made and existing sidewalks should be maintained in 
accordance with the following standards.  Refer to the 
Chelsea Area Non-Motorized Plan Map for planned 
delineations of various types of facilities. 
 

� System Connectivity.  While a wide variety of 
non-motorized facilities are currently in place 
throughout Chelsea, a focused effort to identify 
key deficiencies and gaps between key facilities 
(schools, parks, downtown) will increase the 
network connectivity and usefulness. 

 
� Sidewalks. Sidewalks should be constructed 

along the both sides of the streets within Chelsea’s 
core and outlying residential areas.  In addition, 
gaps within the system should be corrected and an 
annual maintenance program should be 
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established to ensure the proper maintenance and safe operations. 
 

� Multi-Purpose Pathways.  The main pathway loop is planned around Chelsea’s 
perimeter and should be 10 to14 feet wide, with 8 foot wide segments providing 
east/west connections.  This multi-use pathway 
will provide opportunities for longer travel 
distances, separation from vehicles and various 
experiences along the way.  In addition, a 
narrower type of pathway of 5-8 feet should be 
constructed along Letts Creek between the city 
Limits and connecting into the main pathway 
loop. 

 
If Chelsea West Drive is constructed, a multi-
purpose pathway should be constructed alongside 
the street. Since the location and adjacent land 
uses are not defined until site plan review, general 
parameters are provided and may be refined as 
design and land use considerations are finalized.  
The path should be located on the east side of 
Chelsea West Drive, set back a safe distance from 
the street edge, meander to respect natural 
features and provide interest for the user while at 
the same time reducing impact on the street.  

 
� Bike Lanes.  Bike lanes are proposed immediately 

adjacent to the street surface along Main Street, 
Old US-12 and Dexter-Chelsea Road.  Separation 
is desirable to allow distance bike riders to access 
the regional trail system and recreation areas 
around Chelsea.    

 
� Off-Road Pathways.  Preservation of the Letts Creek corridor and the creation of 

a pedestrian trail will weave a thread between residential, industrial, retail, park 
and school uses.  In locations where pathways cross a street, street crossings shall 
be well defined for both pedestrians and vehicles. 
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CHAPTER 5: 
COMMUNITY FACILITIES 

 
 
This chapter outlines the existing characteristics, goals, and future management 
strategies for the city’s facilities, including natural resources, public facilities and 
services, and utilities. 
 

Natural Resources 
 

Environmental Conditions.  Chelsea contains significant natural features that should 
be considered with respect to future land use recommendations.  Creeks, ponds and 
woodlands make an important contribution to the quality of life in Chelsea.  Protection 
of these natural resources is important to preserving the defined small town character 
of the community.  
 
As development occurs around the edges of Chelsea, the following features need to be 
considered in addition to other site-specific conditions.  Maps depicting various types of 
natural features are provided in the appendix. 
 
Topography.  The Chelsea area is characterized by rolling topography.  Slope, an 
important consideration associated with topographic features, presents constraints to 
development.  Several problems are associated with disturbance to steep slopes.  
Mechanical cut and fill and placement of structures on slopes results in a significant 
change in the natural functions of a hillside.  Additionally, drainage flow can be altered, 
diverted and possibly increased as a result of slope disturbance.  This can alter the 
function of the hillside and increase erosion and sedimentation since the root systems of 
trees and vegetation help to stabilize the soils.  Removal of natural vegetation by 
agricultural operations and development causes a weakening of the slope, increased 
surface runoff rates, and eventual erosion. 
 
Soils.  The primary relationship of soil limitations to land use planning is the soil’s 
suitability for sanitary septic systems. While all of Chelsea is served by sanitary sewer, 
areas of the surrounding townships rely on individual septic systems (an area of Sylvan 
Township immediately adjacent to the west side of the city is served by a township 
sanitary sewer system).  As development occurs around Chelsea’s perimeter, public 
water and sewer should be extended, provided there is capacity within the system.  A 
“muck” soil belt around the city forms a natural greenbelt that impacts development 
potential.   
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Woodlands.  Areas of natural woodlands and understory plant material are found 
around Chelsea.  Woodlands provide Chelsea the following benefits: 
 

� Quality of Life: Woodlands contribute to the quality of life for area residents.  
Woodlands and hedgerows help create the peaceful, rural atmosphere.  Trees 
provide a visual barrier between individual properties and neighboring 
properties, an essential factor for preserving rural atmosphere and property 
values. 
 

� Influence on Micro-Climate: Woodlands play an important role in moderating 
ground-level temperatures.  Tree canopies buffer the ground surface from the 
sun's heat and wind.  Temperature extremes during winter months are more 
moderate in wooded areas. 
 

� Reduction in Air Pollution: Woodlands absorb carbon dioxide and return 
oxygen to the air.  Tree leaves filter pollutants from the air, removing ozone, 
chlorine, hydrogen fluoride, sulfur dioxide and other pollutants.  Large and 
dense stands of trees additionally serve as a noise buffer. 
 

� Reduction in Soil Erosion: Woodlands and other vegetation stabilize soils and 
help prevent soil erosion.  Vegetation absorbs the energy of the sun and falling 
rain and root webs of all types help hold soil particles in place.  Tree leaves 
reduce the impact of raindrops on the soil surface and give soil a chance to 
absorb water.  Fallen leaves minimize the loss of soil moisture, help prevent 
erosion and enrich the soil to support later plant growth.  Furthermore, wooded 
wetlands provide the additional benefit of trapping and holding storm water 
runoff, as dense vegetation can help slow flood surges and flows. 
 

� Wildlife Habitat: Woodlands provide essential shelter and food for deer, 
raccoon, rabbits, pheasants, other birds and animals.  The opportunity to observe 
wildlife in a natural setting has an added educational benefit for residents. 
 

� Natural Character: A significant amount of mature vegetation along many of the 
road corridors contribute to a natural/rural atmosphere.  Taller trees provide a 
sense of enclosure, providing a well defined public space bounded by vegetation. 

 
Wetlands.  Chelsea is surrounded by wetlands, particularly to the west.  This 
surrounding area of wetlands is referred to as "the Muck Line" and is a key factor in 
defining the "edge" of the more densely developed parts of the Chelsea area.  Some of 
the most significant wetlands in the area are those lining Letts Creek and other 
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associated tributaries.  These wetlands form linear greenway corridors and are closely 
linked to the stream hydrology. 
 
Wetlands play a very important part in hydrological and ecological systems and are 
vital to the environmental quality of the area.  In addition to providing fish and wildlife 
habitat, wetlands maintain and stabilize groundwater supplies, reduce the dangers of 
flooding and improve water quality. Wetlands are transitional areas between the 
aquatic ecosystems and the surrounding upland areas.  They are low areas which are 
intermittently covered with shallow water and underlined by saturated soils.  
Vegetation which is adapted to wet soil conditions, fluctuation in water levels and 
periodic flooding can be found in wetlands.    
 
Wetlands serve a variety of important functions which not only benefit the natural 
environment but also residents.  Some of the primary values which wetlands contribute 
are as follows: 
 

� Mitigate flooding by detaining surface runoff 
� Control soil erosion and sedimentation 
� Provide links with groundwater 
� Improve water quality 
� Function as highly productive ecosystems 
� Serve aesthetic, recreational and educational functions 

 
Drainageways.  Letts Creek is the main stream course that runs through the Chelsea 
area.  This creek runs eastward to the Huron River and eventually discharges into Lake 
Erie.  Associated with this creek are corridors of adjacent wetlands.  The streams and 
wetlands are important for surface drainage, groundwater recharge and wildlife 
habitat.  Alteration of the streams and wetlands can contribute to flooding, poor water 
quality, insufficient water supply and loss of valuable wildlife habitat. 
 
Farmland.  A significant number of farms are located in the area surrounding Chelsea.  
Much of the prime farmland is located to the south and east of the city.  Policies to limit 
sprawl from the city can help preserve these farms and retain the rural, small-town 
character of the Chelsea area.  Since the operations and viability of farms is reliant on 
regional forces, cooperative measures should be taken to ensure Chelsea and its 
neighbors are properly planning to protect prime farmland areas. 
 

Natural Resources Management Strategies 
 
Natural Resource Goals.  To maintain and enhance the quality of the environment and 
the Chelsea community, this plan promotes the following goals: 
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� Preserve the "quality of life" in the Chelsea area by retaining significant sensitive 

natural amenities such as creeks, wetlands, slopes, mature trees and natural 
ecosystems. 
 

� Encourage integration of natural features such as woodlands, wetlands and 
topography into site development as aesthetic and functional amenities. 

 
Natural Resource Recommendations.  This Comprehensive Plan emphasizes the 
importance of the natural resource base.  Protection of Chelsea’s resources requires the 
adoption of policies directed toward specific resource problems including drainage, 
groundwater quality, natural topography and vegetation.  Additional resource 
protection regulations can be incorporated in subdivision and zoning regulations. 
 
Where sites containing significant natural features are proposed for development, 
innovative techniques should be used to preserve and protect these features.  Natural 
features to be preserved include: 
 

� Poorly Drained Soils, Waterways and Wetlands.  These site conditions 
contribute significantly to the aesthetic character of the community.  By 
respecting these features in future development plans, they will provide the 
desired open and green space as well as contribute to retaining the rural, small-
town setting.  

 
Future development on the edges of Chelsea can significantly impact water and 
wetland resources.  Therefore, developers, city officials, the townships, and the 
county should evaluate alternative designs to minimize potential impact.  This is 
best done by initially considering water and wetland resources as constraints to 
development.  The relative weight of these constraints must also account for 
other environmental and socio-economic constraints.  If impact is unavoidable, 
then mitigation should retain or enhance the wetland values being lost. 

 
Chelsea may enact general zoning standards that require natural buffers around 
and access be maintained to waterways and wetlands.  Natural resource 
protection standards should require a natural vegetative buffer be maintained 
along all waterways, and setbacks enforced around wetlands. 

 
� Slopes Greater than 12%, Bluffs, and Banks along Creeks.  Steep slopes require 

sensitive site planning prior to development and during construction.  Care 
should be taken to insure that grading is minimized and vegetation and top soil 
are protected. 
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� Woodlands.  Woodlands contribute a great deal to the natural scenery and 

character of Chelsea, offer wildlife habitat, and contribute to a high level of air 
quality.  While it is important to promote new tree planting through landscape 
design standards, it is also important that Chelsea incorporate incentives and 
requirements to preserve existing vegetation. 

 

Public Facilities and Services 
 

Described below are some of the public facilities and services provided for residents.  
Most are located near the downtown core, making the city offices, police and fire 
departments, library, post office, cemetery, schools and parks very accessible to the 
community.   
 
Future locations for city offices, police and fire departments, post office and the library 
have been the subject of various discussions and studies over the past years.  The 
consensus of community residents is that these functions should remain within the 
downtown area, although site specific details have not been determined. 
 
Chelsea City Hall.  A new City Hall location has been designated in recent years.  
Offices for city staff and daily operations are run out of a bank building located on M-52 
on the south end of Downtown.  Public meetings are held at the Washington Street 
Education Center. 
 
Chelsea Police. The city police force is staffed by a full-time police chief and several 
officers.  Police operations are located downtown.  Additional support from volunteer 
officers, the Washtenaw County Sheriff's Department and the Michigan State Police is 
available as needed.  
 
Chelsea Area Fire Authority. Fire department protection for the Chelsea area is 
supported by an on-call staff.  The fire station and equipment are located in a 
downtown location with shared services provided to Sylvan, Lima, Lyndon and Dexter 
Townships. 
 
Health Care Facilities.  The Chelsea area is served by the Chelsea Community Hospital, 
an independent hospital located near the center of the city.  In addition, various doctor 
and specialist offices are located on the hospital campus.  The natural setting of the 
hospital provides passive recreation opportunities for hospital patients, staff and the 
community.  Future plans for linear open space and pedestrian systems should be 
linked with this facility. 
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Schools.  The Chelsea School District provides instruction for Chelsea residents as well 
as those in Sylvan Township, Lima Township and parts of Dexter, Lyndon, Sharon, 
Bridgewater and Waterloo Townships.  Three elementary schools, one middle school 
and a new high school are located within Chelsea.  The former high school remains 
under control of the school district and is programmed with various school, community 
and outreach programs.  One criterion the schools should consider for any future school 
sites is safe and convenient pedestrian and vehicular connections to the neighborhoods 
served by the school. 
 
Post Office.   The post office also occupies a downtown location.  In other communities 
with similar characteristics, the post offices have moved out of the downtown in favor 
of new facilities near the periphery of town.  Alternate Post Office sites were under 
consideration when this plan was drafted.  The downtown location has established 
tradition and reinforces the concept of a self-contained, walkable community.  If 
relocation discussions occur, Chelsea should make attempts to have the Post Office 
maintain a downtown presence, and locate any new facilities either in the CBD or along 
the South M-52 Business District (see Chapter 4 for additional discussion of that area). 
 
Chelsea District Library.  The location of the library facilities have recently moved from 
the Washington Street Education Center to its permanent location at the McKune 
House, which has been renovated and expanded to provide more advanced 
technological services to the growing Chelsea population. The McKune House, built in 
1850 as the home of Chelsea founding father Elisha Congdon, served as a hotel before 
becoming a library.  The historic significance of the building and its downtown location 
make the building a valuable asset contributing to the character and identity of the 
community.   
 
Municipal Parking.  Parking for downtown area merchants is provided in municipal 
surface parking lots located behind the businesses that front on M-52.  Parking is evenly 
distributed and accessible.  A shortage of downtown parking has been identified by 
residents and patrons as a concern. 
 

Public Facilities and Service Management Strategies 
 
Public Facility Goals.  Chelsea has a number of public facilities to serve its citizens.  To 
maintain and enhance the high quality of public services and facilities, this plan 
promotes the following goals: 
 

� Municipal buildings that are used most by residents should be in the downtown 
to support its role as the civic focal point for the Chelsea community. 
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� Provide public open space within the downtown for public gatherings and 
activities. 
 

� Meet downtown municipal parking needs in the downtown district without 
encroaching on adjacent neighborhoods. 
 

� Continue to provide high quality and responsive police and fire protection. 
 

� Industrial and commercial uses that involve a significant amount of hazardous 
materials should be located and designed to be consistent with Chelsea’s 
wellhead protection guidelines. The use of underground storage tanks should be 
prohibited in the wellhead protection area, or at a minimum, stringent design, 
construction and monitoring standards adopted. 

 
Public Facilities and Services Recommendations.  The downtown location of the city’s 
public facilities is a community asset.  It is important to the community fabric that any 
changes to the location of city offices, public safety, or the post office remain near the 
downtown core.  The opportunity exists to provide civic uses in the existing downtown 
area and to the area north as redevelopment occurs.  Civic uses could range from the 
creation of a small playground within a downtown neighborhood or the assemblage of 
municipal uses into a unified complex which includes a community center.  A 
municipal complex will create an activity node from which future development will be 
enhanced, will tie the land uses north and south of the rail line and provide physical 
and visual connections to the city.  Consolidating municipal uses into a community 
center complex would keep these facilities within the downtown while providing a 
catalyst for redevelopment of the north end. 
 
If retail uses are expanded and/or redevelopment occurs in the north area, 
accommodations for additional downtown parking will be required.  As land values 
continue to increase and the amount of vacant land decreases, alternatives to surface 
parking lots should be investigated.  The large municipal parking lot behind businesses 
on the east side of M-52 could be developed as a multi-level parking deck. 
 

Parks, Recreation and Open Space 
 
Recreation Facilities.  Chelsea has roughly 30 acres of public parkland within its 
boundaries provided by the city.  In addition, the Chelsea School District, Washtenaw 
County, and numerous private facilities provide a wealth of additional recreation 
opportunities.  These four entities play distinct roles in providing balanced, high quality 
recreation opportunities within Chelsea as follows: 
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� City of Chelsea Facilities.  The city owns and maintains four parks which 
provide natural open space, playgrounds and athletic fields for city residents to 
enjoy:  

 

□ Veteran’s Park.  0.4 acres located at the north end of the city, Veteran’s Park 
provides an area for picnics and gatherings.  

□ Timbertown.  19 acres located west of Dana Fields and Veteran’s Park 
contains a large play area that has become a destination for many area 
residents. 

□ Weber Field.  Covering roughly 5.5 acres, Weber Field provides the only city 
managed athletic fields including two ball diamonds. 

□ Pierce Park.  With nearly 5 acres of land, Pierce Park offers areas for 
picnicking, a playground, and natural wooded areas. 

 
� Washtenaw County Facilities. Pierce Lake Golf Course, operated by Washtenaw 

County Parks, is located in the southern end of the city.  This 230 acre, 18-hole 
golf course also offers a pro shop, picnic pavilion, and snack bar. 
 

� Chelsea School District.  Six school sites, including three elementary schools, 
one middle, one high, and one education center provide the majority of athletic 
fields in the community.   

 
� Chelsea Fairgrounds.  Run by the Fair Board, the Chelsea Fairground is home to 

the largest event in the community, the Chelsea Community Fair, held in late 
August.  The event draws over 60,000 people to the fairgrounds.  Throughout the 
summer months the fairgrounds also hosts weekly farmers’ markets 
 

� Private Facilities.  A number of private businesses and local churches offer a 
variety of recreation for residents.  Bowling alleys, dance studios, skating rinks, 
golf courses, health clubs and gyms are provided which supplement public 
facilities. 

 
In addition to these local facilities, several regional parks are located within ten 
miles of Chelsea.  These parks provide a wide variety of picnic, hiking, boating, 
camping, hunting, fishing and educational opportunities.  These regional parks 
include:  

 
� Waterloo State Recreation Area 
� Pinckney State Recreation Area 
� Chelsea State Game Area 
� Dexter-Huron Metro Park 
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� Hudson Mills Metro Park 
� Park Lyndon County Park 
� Cavanaugh Lake County Park 
� Independence Lake County Park 

 
Chelsea Recreation Council. The Chelsea Recreation Council, in partnership with the 
school district, operates and maintains the community recreation facilities and 
programs in conjunction with city, school district and other institutional properties.  For 
the most part, recreation opportunities are located on the periphery of residential areas, 
thus making access difficult by younger children needing closer supervision.  As the 
number of residents within the community rises, additional neighborhood spaces and 
facilities will be required to accommodate existing and expanded facilities and 
programming. 
 
Parks and Recreation Plan.  Chelsea is currently in the process of updating its Park and 
Recreation Plan, to address many of the community’s concerns regarding the 
availability of land for potential recreational uses. As the population grows, demand for 
land increases, making land more expensive and difficult to obtain for park space. Thus, 
the Parks and Recreation Plan will be an integral part in addressing quality of life 
concerns focusing on three main issues: maintenance of existing park uses, expansion of 
existing uses, and connection of park uses.  
 
Initial planning recommendations and strategies in the Parks and Recreation Plan focus 
around the following four concepts: 
 

� Improvement or expansion of existing parks. 
� Creation of new parks. 
� Connection of park and recreational uses. 
� Implementation of new ordinances that require new residential developments to 

incorporate parks and recreational uses that are an integral part of site design. 
 

Parks, Recreation and Open Space Management Strategies 
 
Parks, Recreation and Open Space Goals.  In an effort to address park and recreation 
needs, this plan promotes the following parks and recreation goals: 

 
� Provide safe and accessible recreation within close proximity to residential areas. 
 
� Promote a mixture of active and passive programming and activities. 
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� Ensure each neighborhood area, new and existing, has access to a park or school 
yard. 

 
� Work in partnership with the school district and other community organizations 

to improve services while reducing costs and duplication of services. 
 
Parks, Recreation and Open Space Recommendations.   
 

� Neighborhood Park and Open Space. Parks and open spaces should be 
considered as landmarks within each neighborhood unit.  Neighborhood, or 
pocket parks, are typically an acre in size and serve the residents within a ¼ mile 
radius.  Within established neighborhoods, the city should consider purchasing 
lots for parks as opportunities become available and new residential 
development should be required to provide recreation opportunities for 
residents.  Site conditions shall determine the appropriate types of recreation to 
be provided. 
 

� Active Recreation Facilities. With the anticipated growth of the Chelsea area, 
additional demand for active recreation facilities such as ball fields and soccer 
fields can be expected.  Ideally, locations for these uses will be within walking or 
biking distance to residents.  Programming is as important as simply providing 
parks.  Consideration should be given to incorporating opportunities for all 
residents of the community.  
 

� Unified Park System. An overall framework should be established that utilizes 
parks and pedestrian routes to create a complete open space system.  Letts Creek 
provides an excellent opportunity to connect the downtown area, existing parks, 
schools, natural features and neighborhoods through the development of a linear 
open space network.   Both Sylvan and Lima Townships should be an active 
participant in this process to support completion of a open space network for the 
Chelsea area.  In addition, to assist in unifying parks, Chelsea should adopt a 
consistent style of signs, waste receptacles, picnic tables, and bike racks.  
 

� Community Involvement. As a means of extending resources, Chelsea should 
encourage neighborhood participation and implement adopt-a-park programs to 
provide additional maintenance and supervision of neighborhood parks.  Fund 
raising campaigns are often a viable method of gaining community support for 
capital improvement projects.  Opportunities to create a brick paver or adopt-a-
sign program should also be considered.  
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� Additional Parks Facilities.  The northern portion of the city-owned land near 
Letts Creek west of M-52 includes a pond and sensitive creek banks.  It should be 
preserved as open space in the future as part of any development in the area. 

 
� Letts Creek Linear Park.  Chelsea should seize every opportunity to encourage 

and aid in the formation of a linear park along the length of Letts Creek within 
the city limits, and coordinate connection to similar township facilities as they 
come online in the future.  This could include a pathway, sitting areas, picnic 
areas, and other parks facilities, and should emphasize beautification of the creek 
side. 

 

Utilities 
 

Water Treatment and Distribution System.  Water supply for the city is obtained from 
four well pumps located along Letts Creek, one newer well located at the water plant, 
and an elevated tank.  Two new wells have been drilled recently which will increase the 
water production capacity as they are incorporated into the water system.  Due to the 
high iron content in the water in this area, water is immediately pumped to an iron 
removal treatment facility.  Extensive water main upsizing and loop closings conducted 
in recent years have greatly improved normal day pressures.  Chelsea plans to conduct 
regular water main improvements and extensions to the system to maintain acceptable 
water pressure.   
 
The water service area is limited to the city boundaries.  Expanding service to outlying 
townships is under consideration but would require an intergovernmental agreement 
between the city and the township receiving the service.  In addition, consideration 
must be given to capacity and treatment issues. 
 
Waste Water Treatment and Collection System.  The City of Chelsea handles its 
wastewater treatment through a plant located just northeast of the city and east of 
McKinley Street.  Treated effluent ultimately discharges into Letts Creek.  The operators 
of the wastewater treatment plant (WWTP) do not observe many problems relative to 
influent flows.  The WWTP has a capacity of 1.2 million gallons per day and daily flows 
are reaching this capacity.  The city is currently working on plans for an expansion at 
the site. 
 
The wastewater service area is limited to the city boundaries.  Expanding service to 
outlying townships is under consideration but would require an intergovernmental 
agreement between the city and the township receiving the service.  In addition 
consideration must be given to the current capacity limitations. 
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Stormwater Management System.  A comprehensive curb and gutter system efficiently 
manages stormwater within the city.  Persistent flooding problems of the past have 
been resolved through the upsizing of county drains and other improvements.  The city 
and county continue to monitor the system to ensure future flooding problems do not 
arise. 
 
As required by law, property owners must store resulting stormwater run-off on site if 
development increases the rate of drainage.  Methods of stormwater management must 
be approved through a permit process from the Washtenaw County Drain 
Commissioner’s office.  This office has developed innovative standards for designing 
and handling stormwater.  Approvals through this agency will help ensure that new 
developments utilize a state-of-the-art stormwater collection system.  The city has also 
implemented a local approval process to ensure compliance with county standards. 
 

Utilities Management Strategies  
 
Utility Goals.  In addition to providing sanitary sewer and water service to the Chelsea 
area, the city should make a strong effort to help protect city groundwater sources 
though the following measures: 
 

� The boundaries of the industrial zoning district in the northwest area of the city 
should not be expanded.  Future industrial development should be directed 
towards the southern area of the city. 

 
� Industrial and commercial uses that involve a significant amount of hazardous 

materials should be only allowed with special land use approval.  This will allow 
the city to limit these uses within the wellhead protection area or apply 
additional standards to ensure proper handling, storage and disposal of 
hazardous materials. 

 
� The use of underground storage tanks should be prohibited in the wellhead 

protection area, or at a minimum, stringent design, construction and monitoring 
standards adopted. 

 
� Standards should be adopted for all industrial uses to require facilities to be 

designed and constructed to protect from any potential of groundwater 
contamination.  This would include floors within industrial facilities that contain 
spills, prohibition of floor drains that discharge to the storm sewer, the ground or 
anywhere other than a sump that will contain all materials and allow pumping 
and disposal by a licensed waste disposal contractor.  Rooms for storage of paint, 
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solvents or other hazardous materials should include secondary containment for 
spills. 

 
Utilities Recommendations.  Future development will place additional demands on the 
wastewater treatment facilities.  Planned incremental expansion of the wastewater 
system should accommodate future growth. 
 
Wellhead Protection.  The city currently has four wells adjacent to Letts Creek.  These 
wells range in depths between 35 to 40 feet below ground level.  In addition, a new well 
was recently constructed north of Sibley Road, between Werkner and M-52.  
Groundwater flow in the area is generally towards the east-northeast and toward Letts 
Creek.  The geology in the area of the well field includes clay soils underlain by sand 
and gravel.  The wells are within the unconsolidated sand and gravel layer.  Areas that 
contain more highly permeable sands and gravel, without stratums of clay to act as an 
impermeable layer, will be more highly susceptible to contamination.  Due to the 
sensitivity of the soils within the wellhead protection area, special consideration needs 
to be given to activities occurring on the land surface to ensure that the groundwater is 
not contaminated.  A wellhead protection area has been established to protect Chelsea’s 
groundwater supply. 
 

� Potential Sources of Contamination.  Potential sources of groundwater 
contamination may include discharge of hazardous substances from commercial 
and industrial facilities, pesticides and fertilizer runoff from residential and 
agricultural areas, overloaded septic systems, non-point source pollution from 
roadways and parking lots, leaking underground storage tanks, as well as sites 
containing environmental contamination.  Contaminants from commercial and 
industrial facilities can reach the groundwater by a number of pathways such as: 

 
□ Hazardous material disposed of down a drain will discharge through these 

systems and enter the groundwater  
□ Floor drains may discharge to a storm sewer, continuing on to a storm drain, 

stormwater retention pond or other surface body of water.  Contaminants 
discharged through floor drains may also enter these surface bodies of water 
and infiltrate the soil's surface to reach groundwater.  

□ Improperly stored and maintained hazardous materials may also leak or be 
spilled to bare ground.  These contaminants may also infiltrate the soil's 
surface to reach groundwater.   

□ Discharge of air contaminants may eventually be deposited to the ground 
through condensation and precipitate, or dry deposition. These contaminants 
may also infiltrate the soil's surface to reach groundwater.   
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□ Leaking underground storage tanks also contribute contamination to the 
groundwater.  Current regulations for underground storage tanks require 
registration, leak detection, corrosion protection, spill containment and 
overflow protection. 

 
� Regulation.  The city should adopt special land use standards for any land use 

that involves the use, storage or disposal of hazardous materials. 
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CHAPTER 6: 
IMPLEMENTATION PLAN 

 

Goals and Factors 
 
The comprehensive plan map is separate and distinct from the zoning district map, 
which is a current (short term) regulatory mechanism for shaping development.  The 
plan categories generally correspond to zoning districts, however, there are some 
overlaps to allow for specific site conditions.  The plan should be consulted as one 
criterion to judge the merits of a rezoning or redevelopment proposal.  The plan is also 
a useful tool during any conditional rezoning request, both for use by applicants to help 
identify what conditions might be appropriate and by the city to evaluate the request.  
As a reminder, the comprehensive plan is a long range document that should be 
reevaluated on a periodic basis to ensure its timeliness and applicability.   
 
The comprehensive plan is the main basis for implementation.  As such, suggested 
zoning criteria based on standards recommended by a number of planning 
organizations and case law are listed below: 
 
▪ Is the proposed rezoning consistent with the policy statements and future land 

use plan?  If not, have conditions changed or has information been provided to 
consider amendments to the plan?  The Planning Commission could require an 
amendment to the plan before approval of a contrary zoning request or give 
reasons for the modification on the record.  This will help ensure the integrity of 
the plan. 

▪ Is the timing for the zoning change correct? 
▪ Is there reason to believe that the property owner cannot reasonably develop the 

site with any use under the current zoning classification?  The right to a 
“reasonable” use of the property is not necessarily the most profitable use or the 
“highest and best” use. 

▪ Are all of the permitted uses allowed under the requested zoning district 
compatible with surrounding land uses and zoning? 

▪ Is the site capable of accommodating the list of uses permitted under the 
requested zoning classification, including lot area, setback and parking 
requirements? 

▪ Is there sufficient public infrastructure (traffic operation, street, sewer and water 
capacity) and public services to accommodate the host of uses allowed under the 
requested zoning classification?  

▪ Is the proposed change in keeping with the intent to protect the public “health, 
safety and welfare?”  If not, is mitigation being proposed to accommodate the 
impacts? 
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Cooperative Planning and Decisions.  The following goals were established by the 
Chelsea Planning Commission to encourage more cooperation between the city, the 
surrounding municipalities, the county and the state:   
 
▪ Pursue one major commitment to making the Chelsea area a more healthy and 

“walkable community” through a regional non-motorized system including 
sidewalks on both sides of every street, a continuous pathway and/or bike lane 
along the creek, Dexter-Chelsea Road, and other links shown on the 
Transportation Plan.  
 

▪ Cooperate with the surrounding townships and the road commission to identify 
current and projected traffic capacity and operational deficiencies, plan for 
improvements, and work continuously to implement the agreed upon solutions 
through right-of-way preservation, negotiations with developers, and capital 
improvements.  The Washtenaw Area Transportation Study (WATS) can assist 
with modeling the impacts of planned land use, and with overall coordination 
between local jurisdictions. 
 

▪ Provide regular communication among the city, townships, and the county road 
and drain commissions about major development proposals (over a agreed upon 
threshold such as 10,000 square feet, or 100 residential units, or any project not 
consistent with the community’s master plan), and ensure impact analysis is 
required from the developer that considers impacts on roads, infrastructure, 
schools and services beyond the borders of the host community. 
 

▪ Formalize cooperative planning approaches on land use, roads, non-motorized 
facilities, open space and utilities, as applicable, through joint adoption of certain 
comprehensive plan elements for a designated area in and around Chelsea.  
Alternatively, a task force or joint plan could be established or appointed liaisons 
from each community could attend meetings where regional issues will be 
discussed. 
 

▪ Continue and expand, as appropriate, cost-effective, shared services between the 
city and townships (police, fire, library, parks and recreation programming). 
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Action Plan 
 
The following table provides a summary list of the recommendations contained in this 
plan and alternative implementation tools for each. 
 

Table 11:  Chelsea 

Action Plan 

Recommendation Implementation Measure 

Land Use 

Implement future 
land use plan 
through zoning 

1. Develop zoning that gradually implements the Future Land Use 
Plan. 

2. Rezone properties to be consistent with the Future Land Use 
Plan when timing and other conditions are met, gradually over 
the 20 year plan time frame. In some cases, the city may wish to 
initiate rezoning consistent with plan, particularly where a less 
intense use is recommended. 

3. Amend the zoning ordinance to accommodate the wide variety 
of uses desired, including buildings with mixed uses, such as 
commercial on the first floor with office or residential on upper 
floors. Add additional provisions to promote mixed-use 
developments and buildings to accommodate unique 
redevelopment including Federal Screw, North Street Corridor, 
and Fairgrounds area. 

4. Consider amending the zoning ordinance to include additional 
standards for a parking deck or other alternate parking facility. 

5. Amend the zoning ordinance to require traffic impact, 
environmental and fiscal impact evaluations for projects over a 
certain size or projects inconsistent with the Future Land Use 
map or projects consistent with the plan. 

Promote viable 
corridors 

1. Formalize the development of a Principal Shopping District 
(PSD), or other corridor improvement authority, along the 
length of M-52 in the city limits to further enhance the corridor, 
create additional opportunities for streetscape and other 
corridor enhancements, and aid in marketing Chelsea as a place 
to locate or expand a business. 
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Table 11:  Chelsea 

Action Plan 

Recommendation Implementation Measure 

Encourage 
redevelopment 

1. Pursue development of Brownfield Authority for the city to 
facilitate and assist in redevelopment of eligible sites.  In the 
interim (or alternatively), the Planning Commission should 
proactively engage Washtenaw County for assistance, as they 
have a county brownfield program available for use by the city. 

Incorporate 
design standards 
into zoning 
ordinance 

1. Amend the zoning ordinance to incorporate some of the design 
related recommendations such as Gateway, landscaping, 
commercial architecture, corridor-specific access management 
and PUD design options. 

2. Consider creation of an M-52 Corridor Overlay District to 
address the recommendations for access management, 
landscape, sidewalks and signs for new development and 
gradual upgrades to existing sites as they redevelop. 

3. Outline and detail additional design, layout and use parameters 
for the proposed Neighborhood Commercial nodes. 

 

Mobility (Transportation) 

Chelsea West 
Drive 

1. Continue to cooperate with the townships on land use, access 
and services; possibly share tax base revenue from new 
development through an intergovernmental agreement. 

2. Specific land use and access controls should be part of any 
design and right-of-way negotiation, donation or purchase to 
ensure the alternate route meets the community goals to allow 
through traffic an additional major north-south connector, but 
not to create a new traffic generating commercial corridor.  

3. Road construction could be funded, in part, through a Special 
Assessment District for the enhanced value or through 
construction of road segments as part of any development 
approval. 

4. Coordinate with WATS and WCRC to have the Chelsea West 
Drive and associated improvements added to the long range 
plan. 
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Table 11:  Chelsea 

Action Plan 

Recommendation Implementation Measure 

Road and 
intersection 
improvements 

1. Continue to improve traffic signalization along M-52 to better 
coordinate timing and use new technology to adapt timing to 
actual traffic conditions. 

2. Monitor traffic operations and crash data to determine need for 
improvements and maximize opportunity for outside funding. 

3. Provide an improved rail crossing on the west side of the city 
and if possible a grade separated crossing.  This could involve 
reconstruction or relocation of an existing crossing at Chelsea 
West Drive. 

4. Periodically evaluate the feasibility of extending Industrial and 
North Streets as adjacent areas develop. 

5. Coordinate with Sylvan and Lima Townships, and WATS, 
MDOT, and WCRC, to incorporate transportation 
improvements, maps, and a coordinated regional transportation 
plan into the county-wide system. 

Access 
management  

1. Regulate access through Zoning Ordinance standards to limit 
the number of access points to one in most cases, ensure 
adequate spacing from other access points and intersections.  
Special provisions will be needed for existing “retro-fit” sites. 

Road design 
standards and 
traffic calming 
measures 

1. Revise the street design standards to create a hierarchy based on 
functional classification. Where volumes are projected to be low, 
incorporate traffic calming measures into design of 
neighborhood streets, such as more narrow width (26-28 feet), 
sharper turns, and with more shallow setbacks and closely 
spaced street trees to slow motorists.  Incorporate physical 
traffic calming measures, such as decorative speed humps or 
chicanes along longer straight-aways or to more clearly identify 
pedestrian crossings. 

2. Require continuous street system through all new 
developments, and require links with adjacent residential 
projects. Where a direct vehicular connection is not practical, at 
least provide pedestrian connections. 
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Table 11:  Chelsea 

Action Plan 

Recommendation Implementation Measure 

Greenways, 
Pathways and 
Recreation 

 

Provide for 
recreational 
greenways 

1. Work with Washtenaw County and school districts to provide 
recreational facilities for the area. 

2. Require neighborhood scale parks (public or private) and 
recreational areas within all new residential developments. 

3. Work toward contributions to construction of greenways 
through MDOT TEA-21 funds, county funds, MDNR funds, 
private investment and donations. 

 

 

Implement 
pathway system 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1. Consider dedicated millage for bike path construction. 

2. Include non-motorized improvements as part of any major road 
project. 

3. Seek funding for construction of pathways through MDOT 
TEA-21 funds, county funds, MDNR recreation funds, grants 
from public groups and foundations, private investment, and 
donations. 

4. Require all developments to construct sidewalks or bike paths 
along site frontages, where designated on the pathways plan.  

5. Non-motorized facilities should be provided within all new 
projects, including connections to an existing or planned 
pathway facility.   
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Table 11:  Chelsea 

Action Plan 

Recommendation Implementation Measure 

Natural Resources 
Management 

 

Protect natural 
features such as 
woodlands, trees,  
topography, 
wetlands and 
other water 
bodies 

1. Develop nature buffer zone setback requirements to protect 
views, habitat and water quality along lakes, creeks and 
wetlands. 

2. Utilize clustering allowed by PUD’s to preserve natural features 
as woodlots or open space and provide greater setbacks from 
water bodies. 

3. Develop wetland setback standards. 

4. Develop standards which prevent wetlands from inclusion in 
residential lots. 

5. Update subdivision regulation standards to reflect plan 
recommendations to preserve natural features, provide wetland 
standards and provision of pathways plans. 

Preserve natural 
vegetation 

1. Provide incentives to preserve important or quality existing 
trees and understory plant materials, such as key woodlots or 
rural hedgerows. 

 

Public Facilities  

Detailed 
Downtown Plan 

1. Involve the Council, Planning Commission, Chamber, Library 
Board and other stakeholders to develop a downtown public 
facilities plan that addresses: 

� City offices and Public Safety (police and fire) 

� Library 

� Post Office 

� Parking, on and off street 

� Plaza 

� Expansion 

� Design standards 

Fire and police 
protection 

1. Determine the future need for paid fire staff and additional 
police officers to serve Chelsea. 
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Table 11:  Chelsea 

Action Plan 

Recommendation Implementation Measure 

Downtown 
parking 

1. Complete analysis to determine need for additional downtown 
parking. 

Wellhead 
protection 

1. Make uses involving the use, storage or disposal of hazardous 
materials a special land use, adopt best management practices 
for hazardous materials and require applicants to prepare a 
Pollution Incident Prevention Plan. 

2. Incorporate groundwater protection standards in site plan 
review. 

3. Condition site plan and special land use approval on state and 
federal permit compliance. 

Sanitary sewer 
lines 

1. Upgrade condition of aging sanitary sewer lines through a 
comprehensive rehabilitation program. 

Water lines 
1. Upgrade condition of aging sanitary water lines through a 

comprehensive rehabilitation program. 

 


