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Environment and Energy
Rick Kibbey, 12/08

For purposes of this paper, we will consider energy as that which moves through the neighborhood’s natural and human constructed systems. We will consider as environment those systems through which this energy flows. More typically, environment is defined as the “natural” elements within a neighborhood; the water, trees, soils and the type and layering of the soil types.  Discussions of energy typically describe those uses necessary for heating, cooling, transportation, water delivery and disposal and operation of household appliances.  On the Eastside, we have come to understand that these two elements-energy and environment- are not separate but interwoven and, at this point, inseparable.  The environment, after 150 years of urbanization is no longer “natural” but the result of choices by humans as to what to keep and what to displace. Nature exists at our forbearance or in the absence of a decision. Energy, we find, is not just the output of power plants or pump stations but the cooling effects of trees, the heating effects of density or pavement, and the reduction of fuel expenditures by using bikes, riding buses or even, imagine this, walking to destinations.

Regardless of how the elements came to be so arranged, there is a soil structure to the eastside, a topographical arrangement, a flow of “natural” water and a vegetative cover. The soil for most of the eastside is UtA (Capac) or UtB (Marlette), with at least one known vein of muck in the Clifford/Prospect area and at least two major sand/gravel ridges (Uu or fluvaquents at Hunter Park and Martin Block), the result of glaciations.  Pre-settlement surveys described the land as “very good with sugar maple, basswood, oak and elm with witch hazel and spicebush” (as understory). The soil structure is now disturbed throughout the area due to excavation and backfilling for home, street and other building construction. After a hundred years of leaves falling and rotting on lawns, there is a thin layer of humus type soil over the deep bed of yellow clay. Much of the original sand and gravel veins (ridges, actually) have been removed for use in preparation of concrete or road surfaces. The original soil map is available upon request, as is the  current topo profile.
In general, the neighborhood drains from north to south.  The area from Groesbeck to the Red Cedar River is a gentle, relatively consistent slope down to the river. The storm and sewer drainage mimic the gravitational flow. Although the muck veins are largely drained by manmade devices, they still remain problematic for all but smaller structures (usually single story bungalows with concrete basements creating a “hull” to float the house). Though the Red Cedar is experienced as a river today, it is in fact the outlet of the swamp drainage system of eastern Ingham County. Only a small portion of the Eastside (the area below topo elevation line 840?) was swampy and is  indicated as flood plain. The elevated land above the swamp is the reason the city was built where it was and that applies to the Eastside as well.

The landscape of Crego Park is more typical of what pre-settlement Ingham County looked like, interspersed with higher, drier elements which looked like Fenner Arboretum, with meadows, and larger deciduous trees. Amazingly, to this day, elements of the pre-settlement red oak forest of the high ground remains in Potter Park, the Potter-Walsh neighborhood and scattered portions of the neighborhood north of 496. Other remnant forests in Bancroft Park, a substantial street tree program, a very diverse series of “backyard” elements, including large to medium trees, and shrubby undergrowth and prudent acquisition of swampy lands by the city founders give us the vegetative landscape we enjoy today.

Many of those remnant swamps today serve as reserves for wildlife of all sorts, especially birds and mammals. While squirrels and raccoons are not uncommon in an urban setting, routine sightings of wild turkeys, kestrels, barred owls and great blue herons are common enough in our neighborhood as to be unremarkable. Substantial amounts of backyard habitat and the world class habitat created by the combination of the Tollgate drain project, the Oaketum and the portions of Bancroft and Ormond Park built atop the remnants of the Mason esker (a glacial formation) all work together to create a system of reserves. The Fenner/Crego/Sycamore Park complex is one reserve, the railroad/496/Red Cedar reserve is the second, the Red Cedar at Kalamazoo and associated riverine parkland is third  and Bancroft/Tollgate/Groesbeck is he fourth) connected by the corridors made up of grown up fence lines behind houses, a magnificent street system in front of houses, strategically placed parks and the right of way for 496/127, the railroad, and the rivers. While there are gaps in the system which will be addressed later, the Eastside is a rich blanket of habitat that not only provides easy access to nature for anyone interested, it also provides long term life style and further economic benefits if properly planned, executed and cared for.

Within this blanket of habitat was constructed a neighborhood. The way the neighborhood was constructed has costs and benefits that challenge current assumptions about how a residential community should be created and served. Beneficially, most eastside homes sit on relatively modest lots, not wide but deep, and with homes set back a short distance from the sidewalk. Place such a neighborhood in a blanket of trees and several benefits accrue. The closeness of the homes means less heat loss to wind and exposure.  The orientation of the homes on primarily north-south streets provide maximum solar exposure, not just for possible solar cells but for solar gain by the structures placement and landscaping. Mature deciduous trees on the south edge of the lot provide shade in the summer, lowering air conditioning costs, while the same trees losing leaves in the fall and winter allow for warming sun in the winter (for those few days we have real sun in the winter). Large backyards allow for on-site gardening and reduction of areas requiring mowing. The narrow lots create economies of scale for utility and service providers. It is much cheaper to provide sewer or water or electricity to clustered customers than it is to string line across the countryside to homes on the 5 or 10 acre lots required in some “modern” subdivisions. The density also makes it less expensive to provide bus service or to walk to services which can get by with smaller parking lots if they can count on walk in customers. The shorter distances, the houses built close so the street is “observed”, ubiquitous sidewalks and lots of visual interest  in the habitat and in the homes creates an ideal environment for walking or biking rather than having to depend on cars.

The houses themselves represent a major cost savings. Because they are already built,  using a simple, sturdy, readily adaptable design, there is no need to cut more forest, displace more farmland, dig more sand and gravel for concrete, or pump more oil for vinyl siding. The wood used in the crown moldings on current Eastside homes isn’t available anymore, unless we want to cut down additional virgin forests. The lumber and materials, the labor and craftsmanship, all the energy to create a home is 100% present in an existing home but is 100% necessary to build a new home.  We have over 6,000 units of “embedded energy” in the existing homes and dwelling units of the eastside.

The motor which expelled residents from the Eastside was largely powered by cheap gasoline, moving inexpensive cars on federally subsidized highways to communities where cheap land provided opportunities to build affordable homes where the fire, police, school buses and roads would be paid for by the residents of existing homes in the city. The fact that virtually none of these assumptions is still true creates an opportunity for older neighborhoods but does not solve the problem.

Regulatory and billing schemes developed over the last 60 years have institutionalized the assumptions of suburban development.  A customer in a subdivision 20 miles from the water plant cannot be charged for the actual, increased cost of providing that service.  The cost of a mile of country road with only 8 houses is not divided by 8 in assessing taxes to pay for the service.  The cost of plowing or repaving that road is not divided by 8.  In a so-called market driven economy, where price should reflect both the risk and the cost of providing the service, these prices by law cannot vary to reflect the cost of providing the service. In some cases: the courts, the jail, the zoo, public health; the benefit is enjoyed by all and so paid for equally by all county residents.  But why should city residents pay twice for snow plowing or police patrol while outcity residents pay only once. Or in the case of water service, city residents tax themselves to create a water system which they must provide to outcounty while not being able to capture either the cost of construction or delivery of the service.

While the older home is situated in an environmentally friendly way, the insulation, door/window and heating system of these units are decades behind current technology. While older homes are constructed in environmentally friendly platting, they often lack the current furnaces, double glass windows, house wrap and tight insulation that are standard on most newer homes. The new homes, by contrast, lack the closeness to destinations, the critical mass for services, the smaller yards and require uprooting of farms and forests to provide the “estate” settings for the newer homes.

Further, while the infrastructure of older neighborhoods is in place and more cost effectively laid out, it is wearing out.  The working life of a sewer pipe, of a street, a sidewalk or park is just so long.  Additionally, the standards change.  What passed for a storm drainage system in 1938 is a source of pollution in 2008.  The 15 year, hundreds of millions of dollars worth of bonding of the current CSO system reflects just one of those systems. The newer subdivisions, by contrast, often lack storm or sanitary sewer, depending on septic systems.  And  sidewalks are virtually unknown.

Fortunately, the whole system does not have to change itself at once. Individual property owners, individual commuters, individual renters each make decisions everyday as they recalculate the cost to them of finding a satisfactory solution within the current set of solutions. The Eastside is fortunate in that it has both a critical mass of decision-makers working together to see if better solutions cannot be found. Too, this neighborhood has created social institutions to help in sparking and carrying on that discussion.  And finally, this neighborhood is very well positioned to realize early, relatively easy solutions to some difficult problems. Located nearly equidistant between three of the regions largest employers (MSU, Sparrow, State of Michigan), finding economies in reducing commuting costs comes fairly quickly. With two malls, two downtowns and a burgeoning Michigan Avenue shopping and service destination, all within easy walk, bike or bus distance, this neighborhood can find quick savings on seeking shopping, entertainment and services.

Programmatically, these are opportunities, not solutions.  The next portion of the paper will identify ways to help turn these circumstances into new institutions, built around the new values of an age of high technology, a higher cost to nearly everything and a personal and moral commitment to protecting the long term sustainability of our community and our “natural” environment.

Recommendations

1. Create an Energy Preservation District -  Turning the opportunities of the neighborhood as it is currently constructed into actual advantages requires considerable forethought as the investment for the inevitable renovations to the homes and infrastructure of the neighborhood are planned, reviewed by all decision-makers (private and public), and carried out. An Energy Preservation District is a neighborhood where a comprehensive program of energy and environmental savings is being applied. Areas where such attention should be focused should include:

· Seek greater opportunities for application of LEED standards as they apply to renovation of houses- The most obvious and immediate opportunity is the renovation of housing being done by the Land Bank and others trying to deal with the glut of foreclosed homes in the neighborhood. In the current market, according to Realtors, the price and condition of any house for sale in a neighborhood must be close to the price and condition of numerous foreclosed houses currently on the market. The Land Bank, due to the size of its inventory and ability to specify and pay for improvements, has the ability to set the market with LEED certified housing units. Under the leadership of County Treasurer Eric Schertzing, the Land Bank has completed its first LEED compliant house. Additionally, private developers, such as Dave Muylle and Gene Townsend, are renovating older housing that meet LEED standards.   Who can argue the sense of the Land Bank setting a high standard when private developers are already doing the same? This neighborhood particularly attracts the type of buyer for whom LEED certification is both something they would be aware of and something they would prefer. The technology is known, application methods are tested and the price of house acquisition by the Land Bank provides a margin to absorb the extra costs. As demand for LEED goes up and volume goes up, the price of the innovation goes down.

· Seek certification as a LEED Neighborhood- The same people who developed LEED standards for buildings have developed LEED standards for neighborhoods.  While the Eastside is already close to complying with LEED standards, there are a dozen projects where the new standards could inch the rebuilders to go the extra effort to increase energy efficiency.  Example:  CATA, the regional bus company, just passed a new millage which includes purchase or replacement of old equipment.  The #1 bus route, both in name and volume, runs down the center of the Eastside, on Michigan Ave. That same route is the core of Lansing’s entertainment district. What are the technological options? Their buses currently carry a rack for 3-4 bikes on front of the bus. Many cities use bike lockers to allow commuters to bike to a bus stop and store their bike there for the day and the trip home. Sticking with bikes for a minute, the preferred bike route east-west through the Eastside is Kalamazoo Street, rather than Michigan Ave.; lighter traffic, no on-street parking, less turning traffic, and long stretches with no cross streets. An increased allowable density along Kalamazoo St. would allow redevelopment to recognize and take advantage of the walk-ability and bike-ability of Kalamazoo. With 50 lots on Michigan waiting for redevelopment, a similar recognition of bike-ability and walk-ability may justify greater density for residential redevelopment along Michigan.
· Identify means and incentives  to conduct energy evaluations for commercial buildings- Except for the new buildings by Sparrow, and the 50 stand alone houses being used for businesses (which may come down), most commercial building on Michigan Ave. are three structural brick walls and one glass wall. A substantial number are not owned by the business itself but by a landlord. In whose interest is it to make these buildings energy efficient?  As long as the landlord can pass the cost along to the business, the business must pass it along to the customer. Either a code change (for a slow change) or grant program (for a fast change especially if it is Brownfield due to “an obsolete structure”) could be a win-win-win for the landlord, business owner and customer.

· Take possession and then rehab existing homes rather than demolish them-Currently, houses whose owners neglect them are demolished if no buyer can be found.  This has a negative impact on the neighborhood density and character. Again, using either the Brownfield or the Land Bank or both, if the title of the home were conveyed and the home brought up to LEED standards instead of demolished, the community can conserve the “embedded energy” in the existing homes.

2. Reconceptualize, complete, and market the walking and biking opportunities of the Eastside-  Current thinking tends to focus on “projects” rather than the development of a comprehensive, integrated operating system to support biking and walking on the Eastside.  A more systematic approach to improving non-motorized access could include:
· re-invigoration of the plan submitted to develop an internal bike/ped linkage in the near downtown area and ped/walk linkages to Eastwood and Frandor.
· recognition and improvement of the critical role of Kalamazoo Street as the major bike and pedestrian corridor, with appropriate management including sweeping of bike lanes, plowing of snow off sidewalks and a general ban of on-street parking or parking that  blocks the sidewalk.
· More systematic maintenance including repairs and clearing of sidewalks in all parts of the neighborhood and attendant discouragement of walking in the streets.
· Creation of a system of bike/walk links between Eastside parks, especially the Hunter-Stabler-Regent-Foster string south of Kalamazoo.
· Provision in the zoning code for bike storage and/or lockable racks in a location that doesn’t block sidewalks.
· Work is underway already to add bike lanes to the planning process for portions of Saginaw-Oakland. Continued advocacy will be necessary to insure those recommendations stay in the plan and are further developed.
· Allow for increased density of residential and neighborhood service development particularly along major bike/walk thoroughfares. Traditional urban planning allows similar densities around transit stops for the same reason, to provide enough people/users to support the service or use. It is less our environmental mindedness and more our short travel distances that make us an attractive neighborhood for walking and biking.

3. Strengthen, complete and establish operating assumptions and protections for our series of biological and recreational reserves and connections. This system of trails and destinations would be clearly developed as part of, and in conjunction with, the previously mentioned bike/walk transportation/circulation system, to include:
· Utilize the land cleared for flood zone protection as an anchor for the park linkage system. 

· Discuss with MDOT the possibilities for using portions of 496 ROW as walking/biking paths to link city and township parks and economic destinations.

· Engage the Lansing School District, Lansing Catholic Central and managers of Marshall Park to discuss vegetative and bike trail/sidewalk options to complete the links between the park/reserves at Bancroft/Groesbeck and other linkages to the south including the “chain of parks” along the 496/railroad/river corridor and the Crego/Fenner reserve as well as linkages to the citywide trail system.

· Have the Board of Water and Light remove the earthen dam and sludge storage (the site exceeds 10 acres) from its current location east of Aurelius (within 250 feet of the Red Cedar River) and restore the land to conform with the surrounding uses and filling in a major missing link in the trail/corridor/reserve system.
4. Reconfigure parks so they are “observable- Parks which are regularly watched are safer than parks with no witnesses.  Safer parks get more use and a broader range of users. This can occur several ways.  The optimum solution is to restore or design for homes to face onto the park.  Facing the park provides a recognized social distance, adding comfort for the resident while maintaining a typical façade to the front of the home. Encouraging facing the park in new construction or redevelopment of older homes meets the same test.  For homes backing up to a park, the issue is a little more complicated. Allowing housing to face parks with decks or rear sliding doors, allowing creation of accessory structures such as screen rooms off garages, accessory apartments or better maintenance by the city of fences which can be seen through, all offer the option for greater observation. It is better for users by increasing safety, better for neighbors by decreasing disorderly conduct in the park and better for the park by discouraging vandalism or assaults.
5. Monitor the work by BWL to insure a timely replacement of existing lead pipes providing residential service, to insure the project is completed within its original time frame. Further, update the schedule to ensure a replacement date for pipes in residential areas with no firm time of completion scheduled- Elimination of a known safety hazard is delayed for years due to other budget priorities. One lawsuit would quickly wipe out the “savings”. There are portions of the Eastside that are not even scheduled yet.  That is simply unacceptable. It is a well-known technology and not terribly difficult. The time for correction is now.

6. Work with DEQ to insure work is proceeding, with firm dates for completion, on leaking underground storage tanks or industrial sites (WR Grace plume, for instance).  Do not allow for expansion of uses which have resulted in leaking tanks and, where possible, eliminate those sources of pollution- There are major gasoline plumes under the Eastside, still spreading while the lawyers argue. With the coming of electric cars, we will need fewer, not more, petroleum distribution stations.  A history of un-remediated leakage is a strong indicator that such a facility should not be located in or near a residential neighborhood.
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