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Dean Hauck's enthusiasm is 
contagious. And it may be what 
keeps residents coming into her 
shop, a newsstand and bookstore 
that has been open in Kalamazoo for 
more than a half-century. 
 
The owner of Michigan News 
Agency, on the west end of 
downtown, said unless the book is a 
bestseller, she keeps only one copy 
in her store. When the lone copy is 
sold, Hauck takes the piece of paper 
from behind the book that reminds 
her to re-order it. 
 
"The night I was able to figure out 
that we could have twice as many 
books, twice as many choices for 
customers," she said, "by having only 
one copy instead of two or three, was 
the night I stood up in my bed and 
said, 'Oh my god. That's a 
breakthrough.'" 
 
Hauck said she works 100 hours a 
week in an industry that has dwindled 
and nearly disappeared — in an area 
that rarely houses bookstores these 
days. And she certainly struggles; 
Hauck said she's lucky that she owns 
the building that houses her business 
and that she often goes without 
paying herself. 
 
Staying in business, she said, is "an 
impossible challenge." 
 
But there's something about 
downtown Kalamazoo. 
 
"All of us who are here encourage 
this kind of thing — encourage 
partnerships with Western (Michigan 

University), encourage partnerships 
with KVCC (Kalamazoo Valley 
Community College), with Bronson 
(Healthcare)," said Hauck. "Those of 
us who have survived have become 
very interested in helping others to 
be here in this marvelous place. And 
I think that's why it's revitalized." 
 
Some downtown areas in the region, 
such as Kalamazoo's, have thrived in 
recent years, helped in part by the 
work of development organizations, 
unique businesses and in some 
cases, a young population to create a 
thriving culture in a city's urban 
center. Battle Creek has made a 
push itself, investing millions of 
dollars into its downtown and working 
to attract young professionals and 
one-of-a-kind services. 
 
Still, it's no Kalamazoo. And some of 
those less than pleased by Battle 
Creek's downtown revitalization 
efforts have been known to argue 
that the city's stretch of Michigan 
Avenue pales in comparison to even 
smaller urban centers in Marshall 
and Hastings. 
 
Downtown officials in Battle Creek 
are OK with that. 
 
"We don't want to be Marshall," said 
Cheryl Beard, Battle Creek 
Unlimited's director of commercial 
development. "We don't want to be 
Kalamazoo. We want to be Battle 
Creek and we need to be proud of 
what we have and the support we do 
have. We're not going to be a college 
town that some of those other 
communities can use to their benefit. 

That's not us. And I don't think we 
need to compare ourselves to other 
communities. We need to be who we 
are and support that." 
 
In Hastings, a small town's urban 
center thrives 
"I've had to turn away four 
businesses in the last two months 
because we can't find space for 
them," said John Hart. 
 
Hart, director of the Hastings 
Downtown Development Authority, 
said he isn't a real estate agent. But 
it doesn't stop him from exploring 
opportunities for new businesses in 
downtown Hastings, where there are 
few vacancies but plenty of hopeful 
business owners. 
 
"Some people like to say we're in the 
middle of nowhere," he said of 
Hastings, a city of less than 8,000 
people. "I like to say we're on the 
way to everywhere." 
 
There are 23 sculptures on display 
throughout downtown Hastings, 
where services that have become 
extinct in other urban centers — a 
pharmacy, a hardware store and a 
flower shop — are still in business. 
Sixteen of those sculptures have 
been donated by community 
members. 
 
Hart said close ties with the city's 
philanthropic community have helped 
grow downtown. Funding to construct 
the rest-and-reflection area in front of 
city hall was donated, and more than 
50 planters scattered around the 
area are taken care of by volunteers.  



"Hundreds of thousands of dollars" 
have been invested into downtown 
by locals, he said. 
 
"We have downtown folks who are 
highly invested and go above and 
beyond what the DDA (Downtown 
Development Authority) is doing, 
what the city is doing and what the 
downtown business team is doing," 
said Hart. "And they get engaged." 
 
They also get creative. A nearby 
skate park, paid for in part by the 
DDA, was built to keep skaters off 
downtown sidewalks. Swanky 
corporate lofts have been housed 
above boutiques for visitors. Bands 
have been booked to play on 
sidewalks. Business owners are 
encouraged to keep their doors open 
later on Fridays to woo the working 
crowd. Public restrooms have been 
installed. An old walking alley, 
currently boarded up, will soon be 
opened and decorated with street 
lights. 
 
And they're ambitious, too. There's 
talk to build condominiums near the 
river or closer to the downtown area. 
Hart said he also welcomes non-local 
chains in the downtown area. "Why 
not?" he said. 
 
Officials in downtown Hastings don't 
seem to be afraid to bend the rules, 
either. It zoned out downtown living, 
changing ordinances to allow for 
smaller units and for outdoor sales. 
Tattoo parlors were also allowed. 
(The city of Battle Creek currently 
does not allow for tattoo parlors or 

consignment boutiques, among other 
services, downtown.) 
 
"We allowed it," Hart said. "We just 
all of a sudden said, 'Why are we 
regulating this? Let the county 
regulate it.'" 
 
Downtown folks also work to 
maintain already-popular offerings, 
such as outdoor yoga, local coffee 
shops and the farmer's market. Hart 
also said streetscape improvements, 
their effectiveness snubbed at times 
by residents, has helped make a vital 
downtown. 
 
It also benefits for serving as the seat 
for Barry County. And unlike Battle 
Creek, where a highway divides its 
popular shopping center and its 
downtown, big box stores are a block 
away. When the regional shopping 
district moved closer to downtown, 
Hart said, business owners feared 
increased competition. They now see 
it as a strength, he said. 
 
Hart said the city works with 
surrounding townships to create joint 
planning and zoning, to "keep urban 
urban and keep rural rural." 
 
"We don't fear it," Hart said. "We 
know it's happening, that outside 
growth. So we've just asked that they 
work with us to curb it." 
 
He added, "We don't necessarily fear 
Wal-mart or Meijer and all those 
things. But how can we figure out 
how to keep them close?" 
 

Battle Creek, Hart said, has not set 
any growth boundaries that could 
prove to be beneficial. 
 
From home to storefront, 
entrepreneurs have flourished in 
Kalamazoo 
At Kelly Zajac's store, soothing pop 
folk music plays as her young 
daughter sits behind the counter. 
Shelves line the pale green walls and 
small glass jars are available for 
customers to take a sniff, touch and 
decide which tea is best for them. 
 
Less than three years ago, Tudor 
House Tea & Spice was a home-
based business, albeit unique. Now, 
its storefront is on the Kalamazoo 
Mall, where other boutiques, 
restaurants and art galleries reside. 
And at 10 a.m. on a Friday, there 
were plenty of downtown strollers. 
 
"It's definitely urban in the sense of 
people living down here and working 
and shopping, and eating," Zajac 
said. "But it's not as fast-paced as a 
big city, so people are more in the 
mood, I think, to just kind of stroll and 
check things out. And it's not crazy 
fast-paced. Even during the lunch 
hour, people come out, just enjoying 
things." 
 
And when Zajac and her family, who 
live in Portage, want to go out and do 
something, they head downtown. 
They join the growing list of people 
who enjoy Kalamazoo's urban 
center, a place adorned with brick 
roads, blue-lit trees and festivals and 
events during much of the summer. 
 

"What's really exciting is these young 
entrepreneurs that try to open a new 
retail store," said Steve Deisler, 
president of Downtown Kalamazoo 
Inc., "that may be based on a hobby 
or a longtime passion that they try to 
set up and collaborate, and move 
into an area like our downtown mall, 
that feed off each other. It's been 
quite successful." 
 
Deisler said with four boards and 
nine committees, more than 100 
volunteers help make decisions on 
planning downtown. 
 
Zajac said downtown Kalamazoo's 
unique services and charming feel — 
paired with local, non-chain 
restaurants that offer good food — 
has contributed to the area's 
success. And most of the time, she 
said, the shops' owners are there. 
 
"You really get to connect with the 
people who created it," said Zajac. 
And at Michigan News Agency, 
Hauck said, those connections have 
become friendships. 
 
"I think Kalamazoo captures for me 
all the things that are good in 
people," she said, "good in the 
community. And I want to be part of 
it. And I work at it real hard." 
 
Indeed, what has been created in 
downtown Kalamazoo is a culture. "A 
partnership, a culture," Hauck said. 
"And a real love. Not only of the area, 
but of the people are living in the 
area. And I enjoy that, I really do." 
 



But the urban center in Kalamazoo, 
now revered by its visitors and 
business community, wasn't created 
overnight, Deisler said. 
 
Revitalization: What all 
downtowns struggle with 
"I would often reference that we're 
probably about 25 years where 
downtown Grand Rapids is, and 
probably about 15 behind where 
downtown Kalamazoo is," said 
Alyssa Jones, events and 
communications manager for the 
Downtown Battle Creek Partnership. 
"Because at every point, their 
downtowns were just like ours." 
 
In 2008, BCU, the group that 
spearheads economic development 
in Battle Creek, launched a four-year 
project to make improvements to the 
city's downtown. Dubbed the 
downtown transformation initiative, 
millions of dollars were poured into 
the stretch of Michigan Avenue and 
goals of becoming a hub for food 
science and vitality were set. 
 
"During construction," Jones said, 
"we took a lot of criticism for what 
was being done, how it's been done 
in the past. 'We tried this, this isn't 
going to work.' And we never said 
that this was going to work. This was 
not just the one-shot deal. It was 
bigger than just the construction that 
you can see." 
 
And so far, Beard said, the progress 
has been pleasantly surprising. 
Downtown officials say business 
owners have reported more business 
since the project was completed late 

last year. New businesses, including 
cupcake shop Sweet Kreations For 
You and women's boutique Fancy 
Nancy's, have since opened. 
Downtown mainstays, such as 
Arcadia Brewing Co. and Team 
Active, continue to do well. 
 
And in July, the Heritage Tower— a 
mainstay in Battle Creek's skyline but 
a vacant burden to the city in recent 
years — was sold to the Grand 
Rapids-based firm, 616 
Development. It has yet to reveal 
project details and officials have 
stressed the deal is in its "very early 
stages." 
 
"It's not, 'Downtown's really vacant,'" 
Jones said. "It's now 'What's 
happening to that building?' And I 
think that's a mindset change that 
we've seen a lot of. And I think that 
changing perceptions in our 
community has also gone a long way 
with seeing what's actually occurred." 
 
Beard agreed, saying more and 
more, downtown visitors are taking 
pride in the area. 
 
In Kalamazoo, Deisler said 
redevelopment efforts were launched 
in the mid-1980s, when downtown 
organizations were formed to battle 
its blighted north side. Some projects 
— like the Metropolitan Center, which 
has been the subject of a couple 
projects that never came to fruition — 
have taken years to launch, and even 
longer to complete. 
 
"We feel we've done better than we 
originally planned to do," Deisler 

said. "And the economy's hurting us 
right now, and it's slowing things 
down, but it's not stopping the 
interest. We got a pretty good, stable 
mix of office, retail and residents 
now, and they're investing and they 
want to continue to invest." 
 
In downtown Jackson, an influx of 
new restaurants has helped 
development officials there with 
revitalization efforts after falling victim 
to suburban growth in the 1960s and 
1970s. And it, too, has struggled with 
so-called naysayers. 
 
"It's important just to always maintain 
that positive mantra," said Jonathan 
Greene, executive director at the 
Jackson Downtown Development 
Authority. "If someone is saying, 
'Your downtown is no good and I 
haven't been there in 20 years,' 
they've told you everything you need 
to know about them. And so, you just 
kind of stay positive and move on." 
 
Soon, the former Consumers Energy 
headquarters and the former 
Sheraton Hotel will be torn down — a 
tough choice that questions if 
progress is occurring when 
demolition is, too, Greene said. But 
tearing down those buildings — 
"those are our bones," he said — is 
expected to translate into more 
growth and success for downtown 
Jackson. A seemingly improving 
economy has opened up more 
funding and investing opportunities, 
he said. 
 
"It's important to remember 
downtowns are like a living 

organism," Greene said. "Their lives 
ebb and flow and in order to minimize 
ebbs and flows, and peaks and 
valleys, it takes consistent work and 
consistent marketing." 
 
Vacancies persist amid residential 
demand 
"We have the easy boxes and easy 
storefronts filled," Greene said. "So 
people talk about low-hanging fruit — 
we've picked up the fruit up off the 
ground, number one. And then we 
picked the low-hanging fruit. And 
now, we have some complex and 
complicated, large structures that are 
not going to be easy to redevelop 
and not going to happen quickly." 
 
That, too, is a struggle for downtown 
Battle Creek. 
 
"We have our target list (of 
services)," Beard said. "And I think 
it's easier right now opening the door, 
but we also have to be cautious 
because we don't have a lot of space 
that is turnkey or space that could be 
readily available within 90 to 120 
days." 
 
Jones agreed. 
 
"I think we have more people coming 
in on a daily basis that want to come 
in now," she said, "and we don't have 
available spaces turnkey. So that 
gets to be frustrating." 
 
In downtown Kalamazoo, Deisler 
said, developers are running out of 
room for residential space, which is 
in high demand. 
 



"We've also maxed out existing 
buildings in terms of residential rehab 
work," he said. "Now we're trying to 
figure out how to finance the new 
multiple family-type lofts." 
 
Hart said nine residential units have 
been built in the past two years in 
downtown Hastings — which were 
full before they were even completed 
and are full now. Many are occupied 
by young professionals — 
downtowns' most-wanted commodity 
— but there is also an interest among 
the city's older residents. 
 
"I think it's because the aged 
population is purpose-driven here," 
Hart said. "They want to be on 
boards, they want to attend 
meetings. They want to make 
change. They're not just holed up 
somewhere. They're out here doing 
it. They're participating." 
 
In Battle Creek, as part of its attempt 
to attract newcomers to downtown 
and especially young professionals, 
officials are working to find 
developers who could invest in 
building to allow for residential space. 
 
Downtown officials in the region 
agree: living options in the urban 
centers are key. And more and more, 
people are wanting to do so. 
 
"The suburban approach is never 
going to end," Deisler said. "It's just 
an option. And what's good for us is 
that people are recognizing 
downtowns as a very exciting place 
to live and shop." 
 

'They're just in love with Battle 
Creek again. And then they go 
away' 
Beard cited the words from BCU's 
former CEO Jim Hettinger: In order to 
have a successful industrial park, the 
city needs a vibrant downtown. 
 
In Battle Creek, Fort Custer Industrial 
Park is doing well. Millions of dollars 
in investment and thousands of jobs 
have been announced by companies 
housed there in the past two years. 
Still, the city struggles to bring 
crowds downtown when it isn't lunch 
hour for Kellogg Co. Jones said the 
daytime population is a strength. 
 
"It's a dual focus," she said. "I think it 
is a daytime campus. And we have to 
meet the needs of a larger employer 
like we have in downtown but we are 
also meeting the needs of other large 
employers that are downtown." 
 
Jones added, "To stay after is 
something that is a little bit of a 
challenge. But I don't think that's an 
unusual challenge for the city." 
 
Hart, a Battle Creek native who has 
worked for Neighborhoods Inc. and 
as a city planner in Albion, said he 
has seen the so-called glory days of 
downtown — a time when culture 
and art was popular among 
residents. Hart cited Fall Into the Arts 
and its equivalent in the spring. 
 
"Those same people come out," he 
said. "They love it for one night. 
They're just in love with Battle Creek 
again. And then they go away." 
 

That lively environment, he admitted, 
is hard to sustain. 
 
"That's why you gotta have people," 
Hart said. "And here (in Hastings), 
pretty much, you're seeing it. 
Everyone's down here. It's a thriving 
community. They live and work here. 
They visit here. 
 
"They have to make a conscious 
decision whether they want to be 
here, or go to Grand Rapids, 
Kalamazoo, Battle Creek or Lansing. 
So we force them to make that 
decision. What we're trying to do is 
make it so they don't have to leave. 
And if they do have to leave, they do 
it regretfully." 
 
Deisler said he believes Battle Creek 
has the right focus — and "finding 
the right niche is always challenging." 
 
"It's a different demographic," he 
said. "That's for sure. And I would 
say if you're trying to become a 24/7 
downtown like we all want to be, you 
gotta get people living down there. 
That's one thing. And people living 
down there can draw retail." 
 
A few weeks ago, Deisler said, he 
visited Battle Creek. He said he liked 
the physical improvements and that 
he'd like to be able to finance 
streetscape improvements to 
Michigan Avenue in Kalamazoo. 
 
Success takes marketing, Deisler 
said. And all officials said those 
efforts were a top priority. 
 

Jones said the Downtown 
Partnership pays close attention to 
feedback on social media and works 
to let residents know that some of the 
amenities they leave town for can be 
found in downtown Battle Creek. 
 
"Those things are available right 
here," she said. "We just have to 
continue to get it out there and talk 
about the great things going on 
downtown. And if you can get people 
down here, they'll come back 
because they can see how beautiful 
it is. And they can see the changes 
that are occurring." 
 


