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Charter Township of Highland Planning Commission 
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M-59 Corridor centered at Hickory Ridge Road 

 
 

Introduction 
 

A visitor’s impression of Highland Township is largely influenced by their experience of the M-59 
(Highland Road) corridor.  Through a combination of good fortune and sound planning practices, 
Highland Township has preserved a natural setting of woodlands and farm fields along much of its 
frontage, providing a unique respite for the traveler between more intensely developed commercial 
zones in neighboring communities. 

Highland Township has developed three specific commercial nodes along M-59:  the west Highland 
sub-area, centered on Hickory Ridge Road, the Highland Station node; located primarily south of M-
59 on Milford Road; and the east Highland sub-area, centered on Duck Lake Road.  Each of these 
nodes has a distinct character, with the West Highland sub-area focused largely on automobile-
oriented businesses and the Highland Station node acting as a gateway to the historic downtown.  The 
East Highland sub-area is perhaps hardest to define, providing a wide variety of goods and services, 
restaurants and automobile dealerships. 

The Recession of 2007 had a dampening effect on development pressures throughout the region, and 
particularly in the commercially zoned and planned areas of Highland Township.  As confidence in 
the economy rises and as vacant housing stock and commercial spaces have filled, property owners 
have begun to re-evaluate their own vision for their holdings, and have approached the Township to 
discuss uses other than those allowable under current zoning. 

The purpose of this micro-area analysis is to consider the unique challenges presented in this corridor 
from environmental, traffic and existing land use patterns, and to consider what amendments, if any, 
are appropriate to the Comprehensive Land Use Plan and/or the Zoning District Map or land use lists 
in the Zoning Ordinance. 

 

Description of the Study Area 
 

The Planning Commission has defined a study area along M-59 spanning approximately one mile, 
centered on Hickory Ridge Road.  The study area falls primarily south of M-59, except at the actual 
intersection, where properties that front North Hickory Ridge Road have been included.  See Figure 
1, Study Area Limits. 
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TABLE 1:  Properties within the Study  Area 

 Parcels 
Number 36 parcels 
Max 43.5 acres 
Min 0.2 acres 
Total 237.5 acres 

 

A number of adjacent parcels fall under common ownership, allowing for easy aggregation of larger 
parcels for planning purposes.  These jointly owned parcels are identified with a symbol on the study 
limits map.  

The study area includes one automotive dealership, although a second automotive dealership is 
located just north of the study area on the west end. An automotive parts store and a repair facility are 
located in the study area.  Other significant land uses include a horse farm in the Northeast quadrant 
of the intersection, the Armstrong Millworks and family farm on the east end of the study area.  67 
acres are currently vacant.  98 acres are in active agricultural use. There are 13 single family homes in 
the study area, which includes rental properties as well as the farming homesteads. 

There is no municipal sewer or water service to the area, although watermain is available just east and 
just north of the study area in the Pine Bluffs subdivision. 

The current Master Land Use designations are indicated in Figure 2.  Zoning is generally consistent 
with the Master Land Use Plan as indicated in Figure 3. 

 

TABLE 2: Current Master Land Use Designations within Study Area 

Master Plan Designation # of parcels* Acreage 
OLIC, Office and Low Intensity Commercial 3 10 
GC, General Commercial 20 83.9 
OS, Open Space Residential 15 197.7 

*some parcels have split Master Land Use Designations 

 

Significance of Study Area in relation to Adjacent Communities 
 

Hartland Township is the neighboring community to the west. Its commercial land uses are centered 
at the intersection of US-23 and M-59, approximately 3 miles west of the study area.  Hartland 
Township’s commercial center has a transportation advantage over the study area, being at the 
intersection of the expressway and a state trunkline, and is also served by sanitary sewer service and 
water supply.  But even so, Hartland is left with a dark store of 176,000 square feet on 23 acres at the 
former WalMart site.  After many years of recession, Ramco-Gershenson has finally attracted a 



West Highland Micro-Area Analysis  page 4 
Adopted 9/6/2018 

significant anchor to the north side of M-59 with a proposed Emagine Cinema, a 55,000 square foot 
building on 7.5 acres south of Meijer.  This still leaves nearly half of the original 80 acre re-
development project available for new building sites. 

To the east, in White Lake Township, numerous chain stores have been developed over the last 10 
years, such as Kohl’s, Lowes, etc.  Recently, a former big-box store (the defunct K-Mart complex) 
was redeveloped to include a concept “department store” for Kroger, with other national retailers 
expected to fill the remaining space in that complex.  White Lake Township, like Hartland Township, 
has capacity to serve the sanitary sewer and water system needs of its commercial properties. 

Development patterns in the study area reflect the reality of the limitations imposed by onsite sewage 
disposal.  Given the Oakland County Health Division requirements for dining and entertainment 
venues, such land uses are not easily sited within the study area, but are found clustered around the 
commercial centers in the adjacent communities. 
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Traffic Considerations 
 

The Southeast Michigan Council of Governments (SEMCOG) maintains a database of traffic counts 
collected by various agencies throughout the region. 

The average annual daily traffic for M-59 in the study area has changed moderately over the years, 
averaging 1.6% annual increase overall between 1992 and 2014 . 

 TABLE 3: Highland Road (M-59)Traffic Counts in Study Area 

YEAR EB Traffic WB Traffic Total 2-way Average annual 

increase 

1992   22,000  

2000 12,860 13,020 25,880 2.2% 

2006 13,060 10,820 23,880 -1.3% 

2010 14,140 13,350 27,490 3.8% 

2014 14,937 14,065 29,816 2.1% 

 

The Hickory Ridge Road traffic has not changed appreciably over the years.  The MS2 system logs 
counts from 1997 through 2012 

TABLE 4: Hickory Ridge Road Traffic Counts in Study Area 

YEAR 2 way traffic Average annual 

Increase 

1997 6430  

1998 6180  

2003 6970  

2006 6920  

2008 6220  

2010 7510  

2012 6625 0.2% 
 

These numbers seem consistent with the stable population in the Township. 
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The database does not contain specific information about peak hour traffic volumes, directions of 
travel during peak hour, or the heavy truck traffic percentage.  One would observe that the traffic 
patterns at the Highland Road/Hickory Ridge Road intersection is heavily influenced by the turning 
movements heading south in the a.m. towards the General Motors Proving Grounds in Milford, and 
moving northbound in the p.m.  Traffic utilizing the westbound to eastbound crossover just west of 
Hickory Ridge Road routinely experiences significant delays in the a.m. rush hour. 

A second observation is that traffic is affected by the prevalence of gravel trains using the Hickory 
Ridge Road truck route to and from the American Aggregates site at Clyde Road.  Traffic utilizing 
the eastbound to westbound crossover just east of Hickory Ridge Road is particularly impacted by the 
presence of the heavy trucks. 

In general, traffic flows through the study area without significant delays.  The observed median 
travel speed is 55 to 65 mph with the 85th percentile speed at 62 mph.  Highland Road is posted for 55 
mph. 

Within the study area, Highland Road is slated for reconstruction in the Spring of 2019.  The project 
will include reconstruction of east bound lanes, traffic signal upgrades and drainage improvements. 
The locations of directional cross-overs will not be changed significantly.  The project will also 
include addition of a bikepath along the north edge of the right-of-way. 

The transportation system does not impose any significant constraints on development of the study 
area.  Policies should favor access management between properties without creating undue burdens of 
dealing with cut-through traffic. 

Site Specific Concerns for Land Use 
 

Stevenson Properties 
The Planning Commission was approached by Robert Stevenson in July, 2016 to discuss the 
difficulties he faces in marketing his properties, which are comprised of nine separate parcels fronting 
Highland Road and/or South Hickory Ridge Road, totaling 22.7 acres.  The property is currently 
zoned and designated for multiple uses including general commercial, and single family residential. 
(see Appendix A for correspondence relative to these parcels). 

Historically, parcels 11-19-100-017, -020 and a portion of -008 were utilized for an auto salvage yard 
from the 1970’s through early 2000’s under a Light Industrial Zoning District classification.  As 
might be expected given practices of the day, there are issues concerning groundwater contamination, 
which limit the range of suitable uses today.  Mr. Stevenson has provided a copy of the Phase II 
Environmental Assessment for the properties, which is on file at the Township Planning Department. 

Currently, parcel -017 is leased to a landscaping contractor, as a legal non-conforming use.  The 
tenant has expressed interest in expanding operations on the site. Mr. Stevenson is also concerned 
about split zoning on his holdings, with parcel 11-29-100-025 zoned R-1.5, Single-Family 
Residential, even though the most logical access to the property is through the commercially zoned 
property on West Highland Road, and the parcel carries the burden of prior association with the auto 
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salvage yard and may be impacted by environmental contamination.  Mr. Stevenson would prefer to 
see a mix of industrial and commercial zoning on all of his properties. 

 

Armstrong Properties 
The Armstrong family has operated an active farm on their holdings since 1948. Members of the 
family own 5 parcels, totaling 110 acres. The Millworks, on the 43 acre parcel fronting East Highland 
Road (PIN 11-29-100-027) began as an accessory business to the farm, and has become nationally 
recognized for its work supplying trims, moldings and other custom work in a variety of domestic and 
exotic woods.  This enterprise is considered a legal, non-conforming use in the ARR, Agricultural 
and Rural Residential Zoning District. 

The Armstrongs have expressed interest in protecting their right to continue the operations, and gain 
the flexibility to expand beyond the current footprint if or when such a move proves strategic to their 
business plans.  Under current zoning regulations, a non-conforming use may not expand or be 
significantly improved, and the use may not be re-established if the structures are destroyed. 

 

Fiegley Properties 
Dale Fiegley owns two contiguous 5 acre parcels, approximately ½ mile west of the intersection of 
West Highland Road and Hickory Ridge, on the south side of Highland Road.  (PINs 11-30-200-023 
and -024).  These properties have proven to be a challenge to develop since the natural gas pipeline 
crosses diagonally through the northernmost parcel, and the only access to the southern parcel is 
through the northern parcel.  The zoning is also split, with the northern parcel zoned C-2, General 
Commercial, and the southern parcel zoned R-1.5, Single Family Residential. 

Mr. Feigley is concerned that the presence of the gas pipeline constrains the property in such a way as 
its possible uses are limited, and the southern parcel is not attractive as homesites.  He would like to a 
simpler zoning scheme, such as both parcels being zoned C-2, or at least moving the south parcel 
from Single Family Residential to a non-residential use. 

Land Use Options 
 

Through a series of survey instruments and informal discussions on social media platforms, the 
community has reaffirmed its desire to preserve open space and the “rural feel” of the Township.  
This desire must be balanced against a property owner’s expectation that his property may be put to a 
productive use.  The Township has a further goal of providing space for every reasonable use, 
without creating a “glut” of properties designated for uses the community cannot support. 

When the Zoning Ordinance was recodified in 2010, the number of zoning districts were collapsed 
from 22 Districts to the current 12 Districts.  A number of zoning tools have been put in place to 
allow the Planning Commission to deal with difficult uses or sites on a case by case basis, including 
site specific relief, conditional rezoning, and broader use lists.  In many districts, any use in a “lesser” 
intensity district may be established in the “higher” intensity district, such as office or retail being 
allowed in IM, Industrial Manufacturing. 
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The Master Land Use map, provides only 11 classifications, including “Institutional Land Use” and 
“Parks and Recreation Land Use”. For many properties, there is no difference between current land 
use, zoning classification and master land use plan designation.  But for properties that are mapped 
for future residential use, but which are burdened with characteristics such as heavy passing traffic, 
environmental concerns or utility conflicts, the feasibility of developing the property in accordance 
with the master land use plan is unlikely. 

Under the current regulatory scheme, virtually any non-residential property can be utilized as an 
office site.  But another class of uses, not truly retail but whose impacts do not rise to the level of 
manufacturing, are forced to compete with space in industrially zoned and master planned properties.  
These include a variety of uses that properly executed, can serve as a transition between high 
intensity retail activity and residential/agricultural uses.  These uses were formerly accommodated in 
the A-3, Agricultural Recreational, CB-4, General Service District and I-1, Light Industrial Zoning 
Districts, were designated with a variety of land use designations on the Master Land Use map but 
were typically mapped in the transitional areas between Master Land Use Designations. 

These transitional areas could be formalized on the Master Land Use Map with a new designation, 
TCLI—Transitional Commercial/Low Impact.  Properties eligible for such designation would lie at 
the edge of existing and planned residential areas, but might be burdened with site design constraints 
that render the properties as less than desirable for single family residential development.  These 
properties would not have access to municipal sewer and water services. These areas should be 
developed with minimal investments in infrastructure and hardscape such as paved parking areas, and 
would be limited to uses that are by nature limited in intensity through seasonal constraints 
(recreational uses or agricultural activities such as landscaping yards), or that generate significantly 
less traffic than comparison retail.  The uses could include outdoor storage or inventory, provided 
appropriate landscape buffers and screening techniques are used in areas adjacent to residential or 
planned residential areas. 

 

See Figure 4 for proposed changes to the Master Land Use Map. 

See Appendix A for a draft ordinance for C-3, Transitional Low-Impact Zoning District 
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APPENDIX A 

PROPOSED C-3, TRANSITIONAL COMMERCIAL ZONING DISTRICT 
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Sec. 4-11.b Low-Impact Commercial District (C-3) 

 

A.  Intent.  The intent of the C-3, Low-Impact Commercial District is to provide suitable locations for 
businesses that rely on outdoor space to support their services or sales.  These low-impact properties 
could transition to higher density or higher intensity uses in the future, should utility services become 
available. 

 

B. Permitted Uses. 
 

1. Recreational facilities, such as golf driving ranges, batting cages, sports fields. 
2. Campgrounds. 
3. Greenhouses, retail nurseries and landscaping contractors subject to Section 10.xx 
4. Appliance, electrical, plumbing, hvac, carpentry and similar sales and service contractors provided 

heavy equipment (such as, but not limited to earthmoving equipment exceeding 5000 lbs GVW or 
dumptrucks larger than 8 CY) is not stored onsite. 

5. Self-storage facilities, including 1 (one) accessory dwelling for a caretaker. 
6. Inventory lots for automobile, boat, tractor and recreational vehicle dealerships. 
7. Crematoriums. 
8. Accessory structures and uses customarily incidental to the permitted uses listed and subject to Article 

8.03, Accessory Structures and Uses. 
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APPENDIX B 

PUBLIC COMMENT 
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