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1.0 OVERVIEW AND BRIEF DESCRIPTION  

 

1.1 Introduction  

 

This Comprehensive Plan represents the culmination of months of discussion and study by the 

City of Crystal Falls Planning Commission. The plan can be divided into two primary areas; 

background information, and goals and objectives, which will guide the City's future 

development. 

 

The first several chapters of the plan contain background information on population trends, the 

local economy, land use, and community facilities, among other things. Such information is 

useful in forming a complete picture of the City's growth and development over time, in other 

words, "where are we now, and how did we get here?" In order to set the stage for future 

discussions about goals, policies and strategies, each chapter contains a brief summary of issues 

and opportunities related to each subject area. 

 

The last chapters of the plan are focused on the future of the City of Crystal Falls.  These 

chapters attempt to address the question of "where do we want to go in the future, and how can 

we achieve those goals?" The last chapters of this plan build on the first ones, and provide a 

framework for guiding the City's future development. 

 

Section 6 of the Municipal Planning Act, P.A. 285 of 1931 states that a planning commission 

ñshall make and adopt a master plan for the physical development of the municipality, including 

any areas outside of its boundaries which, in the commissionôs judgment, bear relation to the 

planning of the municipality.ò It also provides authority for the commission to ñamend, extend, 

or add to the plan.ò  Section 7 of the Act states that the planôs general purpose is ñguiding and 

accomplishing a coordinated, adjusted, and harmonious development of the municipality and its 

environs which will, in accordance with present and future needs, best promote health, safety, 

morals, order, convenience, prosperity, and general welfare, as well as efficiency and economy 

in the process of development; including, among other things, adequate provision for traffic, the 

promotion of safety from fire and other dangers, adequate provision for light and air, the 

promotion of the healthful and convenient distribution of population, the promotion of good civic 

design and arrangement, wise and efficient expenditure of public funds, and the adequate 

provision of public utilities and other public requirements.ò  Thus, this plan provides guidance 

for the Cityôs elected officials, boards and commissions, and staff to use when making future 

decisions.  It is a ñyardstickò against which proposed projects can be evaluated. This plan serves 

as the basis for a relationship between elements of all other precepts and relevant efforts 

pertinent to best practices within this City, and is reference tool which can also serve to support 

other planning efforts, such as recreation planning, capital improvements planning, etc. 

 

1.2 Community Description 

 

The City of Crystal Falls was founded in the days of iron mining and timber exploration in 

Michiganôs Upper Peninsula.  Located in southeastern Iron County, Crystal Falls occupies hilly 

terrain both east and west of the Paint River.  In the early 1880s, Crystal Falls was one of the 
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primary mining towns in the Upper Peninsula. 

 

Solomon D. Hollister, a native of Sparta, Wisconsin, made his way to the Crystal Falls area in 

1880.  He came associated with George Runkel (considered the founder of Crystal Falls), born in 

Germany, who also came to the area in 1880.  Together they discovered that there was much ore 

to be mined, and formed the Crystal Falls Iron Company. 

 

In the spring of 1881, Hollister and Runkel were convinced they had discovered a new iron 

range.  Runkel convinced the Chicago Northwestern Railroad to build a line to Crystal Falls, and 

the railroad was completed in June, 1882.  The location for the City of Crystal Falls had been 

selected due to its location between two mining exploration areas, as well as the availability of 

land to build the town on.  By the time the railroad was completed, there were six active mines in 

the area, and over 42,000 tons of ore was shipped the first year. 

 

Over 30 mines eventually operated in the area.  During the Panic of 1893, all but one of the 

mines, the Paint River Mine, shut down, but opened again when economic conditions improved.  

By the early 1900s, the town was booming.  The community had been incorporated as a village 

in 1889, and as a city in 1899.  Growth continued until the 1940s, when most of the mines had 

shut down.  A few mines re-opened after World War II, but closed again when they could no 

longer compete with the large open pit mines and pelletized ore.  Once the mines had closed, the 

railroad into Crystal Falls was abandoned.  No active rail lines currently enter the City, although 

the Canadian National (Wisconsin Central) line from Sagola to Amasa runs nearby. 

 

The business district continued to flourish until the 1960s, but like many other small 

communities has since seen the loss of many traditional downtown businesses.  Department 

stores have left the community, as have many smaller retail stores. 

 

Recent development, including retail and service businesses, has taken place on the west edge of 

town, in Crystal Falls Township.  The post office, courthouse, city hall, and Crystal Theater act 

as anchors to draw people into the downtown area, which still contains a mix of retail and service 

businesses.  While there are some vacant storefronts, the downtown has the advantage of being 

located on a main highway corridor.  Many communities must lure travelers off the highway to 

visit the downtown area. 

 

The City of Crystal Falls offers many municipal services to its residents.  While municipal water 

and sewer are offered almost universally in all cities, Crystal Falls also offers and generates 

electricity for its municipal system at a city-owned hydroelectric dam.  The electricity is 

distributed on a city-owned network of poles and lines.  An Industrial Park has provided 

incentives for industry to relocate or expand in the area with only a handful of vacant lots 

remaining for sale. The City is actively working to upgrade its infrastructure and market itself as 

an attractive location for new business, industry, and families, and through development of this 

plan will chart a course for future growth and development.  The city’s strategic location at the 

intersection of U.S. 2, U.S. 141 and M-69 is an advantage for future development. 
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2.0 POPULATION  

 

2.1 Introduction  

 

Population change is the primary component in tracking a community’s past growth and 

forecasting future population trends.  Population characteristics relate directly to a community’s 

housing, education, recreation, health care, transportation, and future economic development 

needs.  The growth and characteristics of population in a community are subject to changes in 

prevailing economic conditions. 

 

To fully understand the population issues of a community requires an analysis that includes 

surrounding areas because of the many ways in which communities are interrelated.  Examining 

trends and changes among communities and drawing comparisons and contrasts helps to paint a 

fuller demographic picture.  It is common for residents to work, shop, recreate and find essential 

services such as medical care in other communities.   

 
 

TABLE 2 -1 

2000- 2010 Population Change, Iron County Jurisdictions 

    

 

Unit of Government 

 
Population 

 
Population Change 

2000-2010 
 
2000 

 
2010 

 
Number 

 
Percent 

 
City of Crystal Falls 

 
1,791 

 
1,469 

 
-322 

 
-17.9 

 
Bates Township 

 
1,021 

 
  921 

 
-100 

 
-9.7 

 
Crystal Falls 

Township 

 
1,722 

 
1,743 

 
21 

 
1.2 

 
Hematite Township 

 
342 

 
338 

 
-14 

 
-3.98 

 
Iron River Township 

 
1,585 

 
1,027 

 
-558 

 
35.21 

 
Mansfield Township 

 
243 

 
241 

 
-2 

 
-.82 

 
Mastodon Township 

 
688 

 
656 

 
-32 

 
-4.65 

 
Stambaugh Township 

 
1,248 

 
1,140 

 
-108 

 
-8.65 

 
City of Caspian 

 
997 

 
906 

 
-91 

 
-9.13 

 
City of Gaastra 

 
339 

 
347 

 
8 

 
2.36 

 
City of Iron River 

 
3,172 

 
3,029 

 
-143 

 
-4.51 

     
 
Iron County 

 
13,138 

 
11,817 

 
-1,321 

 
-10.05 

 

     Source: U. S. Department of Commerce, U. S. Census Bureau, 

     American Fact Finder at census.gov/community facts 

2000 and 2010 population figures 

for all Iron County jurisdictions are 

presented in Table 2-1.  The City of 

Crystal Falls experienced a loss of 

322 persons over the last decade, 

from 1,791 to 1,469 people.  This 

amounted to a decline of  17.9 

percent, and continues a trend 

experienced over much of the past 

70 years, as shown below in Table 

2-2.  
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2.2 Population Trends 

 

Over the 70-year period from 1940 to 

2010, Iron County experienced a 

population decline of over one-third.  The 

City of Crystal Falls experienced a similar 

decline during this time period, losing over 

42 percent of its population between 1950 

and 2010.  The two decades where the 

most significant population loss occurred 

were the 1940s, with a 12.6 percent 

decline, and the 1960s, when the 

population declined by nearly 20 percent.  

The drop in population in the 1940s was 

common in the Upper Peninsula, 

coinciding with the economic downturn in 

the mining industry and the general trend 

of migration to urban areas.  In Iron 

County, the population decline in the 

1960s is probably linked to the closure of the last of the iron mines in the region. The biggest 

decline in the City of Crystal Falls occurred between 2000 and 2010.  This is in part due to the 

aging population and their passing and the younger population having smaller families. 
 

 

Source: U. S. Department of Commerce, U. S. Census Bureau, 

     American Fact Finder at census.gov/community facts 

 

 

2.3 Age and Gender 

 

Median ages from the 2010 Census for selected units of government are shown in Table 2-3.  

Crystal Falls’ median age has increased by 10.8 percent over the past decade to 45 years, 

significantly higher than the state and national averages.  Crystal Falls’ population was over 12 

years older than the statewide median in 2000.  Even at this relatively high level, the City’s 

population was still younger on average than other areas in Iron County. 

 

The Upper Peninsula in general tends to have a much older population than Lower Michigan.  

This trend toward a higher median age is a clear indication of the aging of the population.  This 

aging population will in turn affect the types of services local governments are expected to 

provide, including recreational facilities, transportation, health care, education, housing, etc.  It is 

also related to declining school enrollment. 

TABLE 2 -2 

Population Change, 1940-2010 

Year 

Iron County City of Crystal Falls 

Population 
% 

change 
Population % change 

1940 20,243 -- -- -- 

1950 17,692 -12.6 2,316 -- 

1960 17,184 -2.9 2,203 -4.9 

1970 13,813 -19.6 2,000 -9.2 

1980 13,685 -0.9 1,965 -1.8 

1990 13,175 -3.7 1,922 -2.2 

2000 13,138 -0.3 1,791 -6.8 

2010 11,817 -10.05 1,469 -17.9 
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The increase in the median age is 

due to several factors.  The average 

life expectancy in the U.S. has 

continued to the increase, with 

people living longer than ever 

before.  Families also have fewer 

children than previous generations, 

and more women are delaying child-

bearing until their 30s or even 40s.  
 

Analyzing the age structure of a 

local population can aid in decision 

making, and also provide some 

insight into future age structure.  

Table 2-4 shows Crystal Falls’, Iron 

County’s and the state population 

broken down into four broad 

categories: preschool age, school 

age, working age and retirement age.  

 

Source: U. S. Department of Commerce, U. S. Census Bureau, 

     American Fact Finder at census.gov/community facts 
 

While there can be variations between these age groups (e.g., one individual may enter the work 

force at 18, while another does not begin working until after college), these groups give a general 

representation of the age structure of a community. 

 

A change that has occurred almost universally across the country in recent decades is a shift from 

the school age and working age population into the retired age group.  The proportion of 

individuals in the preschool and school age groups continues to shrink, contributing to 

enrollment declines in local schools.  Meanwhile, as the so-called “baby boomers” reach 

retirement age, a smaller proportion of the population is in the workforce and contributing to 

pension funds, etc. that help support retirees. 

 

The percentage of preschool-aged children in Crystal Falls is more than the proportion 

countywide, and only 1 percentage point below the statewide average.  This low figure indicates 

a continued decline in the number of young children entering local schools, and eventually the 

workforce.  Those in the 5 to 19 age group, or school-aged, make up 17.3 percent of the City’s 

total population.  The proportion in the County as a whole was lower, while statewide over 20 

percent of the population was in this age group. 

 

The working age population is significantly lower than the state average for both Crystal Falls 

and Iron County.   

Residents aged 65 and above comprise just under a quarter of the City and just over a quarter of 

the County population.  With 22.53 percent of the 2010 population 65 or older, the City of 

 
TABLE 2 -3 

Median Age, 2000 - 2010, Selected Areas 
 

Unit of Government 
 

2000 
 

2010 
 

Percent 

Change 
 
City of Crystal Falls 

 
45.0 

 
49.9 

 
10.8 

 
Iron County 

 
45.4 

 
50.7 

 
10.2 

 
City of Iron River 

 
46.6 

 
47.6 

 
2.1 

 
Crystal Falls Township 

 
48.4 

 
54.4 

 
12.4 

 
State of Michigan 

 
35.5 

 
37.6 

 
4.39 

 
United States 

 
35.3 

 
35.8 

 
1.42 

 
Dickinson County, 

Michigan 

 
40.0 

 
44.6 

 
10.2 

 
Florence County, 

Wisconsin 

 
41.9 

 
58.9 

 
16.7 
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Crystal Falls retirement age population is significantly higher than the proportion statewide 

(13.78 percent). 

 

 
 

 

Source: U. S. Department of Commerce, U. S. Census Bureau, 

     American Fact Finder at census.gov/community facts 
 

 

Nationally, the proportion of working people compared to retirees is shrinking, and with the 

preschool and school age groups decreasing, the trend can be expected to continue.  On a 

national level, this is reflected in concerns about Social Security and other programs, as the 

number of working Americans decreases in relationship to retirees.  Locally, the ability and/or 

willingness of working-age residents to support facilities and programs for retirees may decrease; 

retirees are often perceived as being less willing to support school millages or youth programs. 

 
TABLE 2 -4 

Population by Age Groups, Selected Areas, 2010 
 

 

Age 

 
City of Crystal Falls 

 
Iron County 

 
State of Michigan 

 
Total 

 
Percent 

 
 

 
Total 

 
Percent 

 
Total 

 
Percent 

 
Under 5 

 
74 

 
5.0 

 

 
497 

 
4.2 

 
596,286 

 
6.0 

 
     Subtotal 

 
74 

 
5.0 

 

497 
 

4.2 
 

596,286 
 

6.0 
 
5 - 9 

 
83 

 
5.7 

S
c
h

o
o

l 
A

g
e 

 
526 

 
4.5 

 
637,784 

 
6.5 

 
10 - 14 

 
76 

 
5.2 

 
595 

 
5.0 

 
675,216 

 
6.8 

 
15 - 19 

 
94 

 
6.4 

 
624 

 
5.2 

 
739,599 

 
7.5 

 
     Subtotal 

 
253 

 
17.3 

 
1,745 

 
14.7 

 
2,052,599 

 
20.8 

 
20 - 34 

 
217 

 
14.8 

W
o

rk
in

g
 A

g
e 

 
1,411 

 
12.0 

 
1,833,221 

 
18.6 

 
35 - 44 

 
123 

 
8.3 

 
1,028 

 
8.7 

 
1,277,974 

 
13.0 

 
45 - 54 

 
231 

 
15.7 

 
1,932 

 
16.4 

 
1,540,033 

 
15.2 

 
55 - 64 

 
240 

 
16.4 

 
2,096 

 
17.7 

 
1,251,997 

 
12.7 

 
     Subtotal 

 
811 

 
55.2 

 
6,467 

 
54.8 

 
5,903,225 

 
59.4 

 
65 - 74 

 
138 

 
9.4 

R
e

ti
re

m
e

n
t 

A
g

e 

 
1,451 

 
12.3 

 
724,709 

 
7.3 

 
75 - 84 

 
135 

 
9.2 

 
1,068 

 
9.0 

 
444,940 

 
4.5 

 
85 and older 

 
58 

 
3.9 

 
589 

 
5.0 

 
191,881 

 
1.9 

 
     Subtotal 

 
331 

 
22.5 

 
3,108 

 
26.3 

 
1,361,530 

 
13.7 

 
TOTAL 

 
1,469 

 
100.0 

 
 

 
11,817 

 
100.0 

 
9,883,640 

 
100.0 
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TABLE 2 -5 

Gender by Age Group, City of Crystal Falls, 2010 

Age Group 
Male Female Total 

Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent 

Under 5 39 2.65 35 2.38 74 5.04 

5-14 86 5.85 73 4.97 159 10.82 

15-24 77 5.24 73 4.97 150 10.21 

25-34 85 5.79 76 5.17 161 1.09 

35-44 59 4.02 64 4.36 123 8.37 

45-54 114 7.76 117 7.96 231 15.72 

55-64 129 8.78 111 7.56 240 16.34 

65-74 55 3.74 83 5.65 138 9.39 

75-84 62 4.22 73 4.97 135 9.19 

85 and over 19 1.29 39 2.65 58 3.95 

Total 725 49.35 744 50.65 1,469 100.0 

 

Source: U. S. Department of Commerce, U. S. Census Bureau, 

     American Fact Finder at census.gov/community facts 

 

Age and gender composition of the City’s population in 2010 is presented in Table 2-5.  As with 

the earlier information on the local population, this information helps to form a picture of the 

types of services which may be needed in a community.  For example, Table 2-5 reiterates the 

information from Table 2-4 which shows that a higher than average segment of the population is 

65 and over.  This table further shows, however, that the majority of this older population is 

female.  This may have an impact on the types of housing and other services needed by this 

segment of the population.   The general trend is for the younger age groups to have slightly 

more males than females, reflecting the fact that more males are born than females.  The higher 

life expectancy of females, however, is the primary cause of the high proportion of females in the 

older age groups. 

 

The smallest 10-year age group in the City is those people under 5 years old in 2010.  This is 

indicative the trend to raise families with fewer children than in the past. Rural communities in 

the U.P., as elsewhere in the country, often complain of losing their “best and brightest” young 

people after high school, a phenomenon sometimes called “brain drain.”  The lack of jobs in 

rural communities is often cited as a factor in communities being unable to retain local youth; 

however, this factor may be exaggerated.  It is not uncommon for young people to leave their 

hometown even when jobs are available.  What the proportion of residents ages 35 to 54 may 

show is something observed in other areas in the U.P., that is, the tendency of those raised in a 

local community to return later in life due to a desire to raise their families in the same sort of 

environment they grew up in.  This trend has not been scientifically proven, but there is 
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significant anecdotal evidence that this is often the reason for people returning to the Upper 

Peninsula. 

 

2.4 Racial Composition 

 

The racial composition of Crystal Falls is overwhelmingly white, a common characteristic of the 

region.  Non-white residents are mainly of American Indian descent.  Persons of Hispanic origin 

do not figure in this total, as they can be of any race.  . 

 

 

Source: U. S. Department of Commerce, U. S. Census Bureau, 

       American Fact Finder at census.gov/community facts 
 

2.5 Household Characteristics 

 

Evaluation of the changes in household characteristics in a community can often provide 

valuable insights about population trends.  Household relationships reflect changing social 

values, economic conditions, and demographic changes such as increased life spans and the 

increasing mobility of our society.   Table 2-7 and Figure 2-2 illustrate trends from 2000 to 2010. 

 

A household is defined as all persons who occupy a housing unit, according to the Bureau of the 

Census.  This can include one person living alone, a single family, two or more families living 

together, or any groups of related or unrelated persons sharing living quarters.   Persons in 

institutional or group quarters at the time of the census are not included in households, but 

instead are counted as in group quarters.  Examples of group quarters or institutions include 

prisons, jails, college dormitories, or nursing homes. 

 
TABLE 2 -6 

Population by Race, City of Crystal Falls, 2000-2010 
 
 

Race 

 
2000 

 
2010 

 
Number 

 
Percent 

 
Number 

 
Percent 

 
White 

 
1,756 

 
98.0 

 
1,423 

 
98.0 

 
Black or African American 

 
1 

 
0.1 

 
3 

 
0.2 

 
American Indian & Alaska 

Native 

 
11 

 
0.6 

 
11 

 
0.6 

 
Asian & Pacific Islander 

 
2 

 
0.1 

 
6 

 
0.5 

 
Other Race 

 
7 

 
0.4 

 
2 

 
0.1 

 
Two or more races 

 
14 

 
        0.8 

 
27 

 
1.8 

 
Hispanic (any race) 

 
22 

 
1.2 

 
15 

 
1.0 

 
Total 

 
1,791 

 
    100.0 

 
1,469 

 
100.0 
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A family consists of a householder and one or more persons living in the same household who 

are related by birth, marriage, or adoption.  A non-family household can be one person living 

alone, or any combination of people not related by blood, marriage, or adoption.  

 

Total households within the City decreased by .7 percent between 2000 and 2010, from 795 to 

700.  This decrease was less than the rate of loss of total population however, which was 1.79 

percent.  This can be attributed to the drop in household size from 2.13 to 2.06 persons per 

household in 2010.   

 

The number of family households decreased over the past decade, although family households 

still make up nearly 60 percent of the total households in Crystal Falls.  The proportion of 

married-couple families decreased, while the proportion of male or female householder with no 

spouse present increased slightly.  Non-family households decreased from 2000 to 2010, with a 

slight decrease in persons living alone.  In 2000, 177 of the 324 non-family households were 

elderly persons (65 years and older) living alone, where in 2010, 142 of the 298 non-family 

households were elderly persons (65 years and older) living alone. 

 
 

TABLE 2 -7 

Household Characteristics, City of Crystal Falls, 2000-2010 
 

 

Household Type 

 
2000 

 
2010 

 
Number 

 
Percent 

 
Number 

 
Percent 

 
Family Households 

 
471 

 
59.2 

 
402 

 
57.43 

 
     Married-Couple Family 

 
366 

 
46.0 

 
293 

 
41.86 

 
     Female Householder 

 
75 

 
9.4 

 
77 

 
11.0 

 
     Male Householder 

 
30 

 
3.8 

 
32 

 
4.57 

 
Non-Family Households 

 
324 

 
40.8 

 
298 

 
42.57 

 
     Householder 65 and over, living alone 

 
177 

 
22.3 

 
142 

 
20.29 

 
Total Households 

 
795 

 
100.0 

 
700 

 
100.0 

 
Average Household Size 

 
2.13 

 
2.06 

 

Source: U. S. Department of Commerce, U. S. Census Bureau, 

     American Fact Finder at census.gov/community facts 
 

 

It is somewhat surprising that the number of elderly householders living alone actually fell 

slightly over the past decade.  Given the increase in the proportion of elderly residents, the 

expectation was that elderly households would increase.  One or more of the following factors 

could account for this:  both spouses are living to an older age, resulting in fewer widows and 
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widowers, widowed elderly are living with adult children or other family members; or they are 

living in group quarters.  The group quarters population is not included in the household 

statistics. 

 
 

2.6  Population Projections 

 

Population projections are useful for community planning endeavors.  For instance, demand for 

certain types of public services can be anticipated by using sound population projections.  

Formulating projections is complicated and fraught with unknowns such as unforeseen economic 

events that can greatly influence migration.  Other considerations, like fertility and mortality 

data, also have an impact. 

 

In 1996, the Michigan Department of Management and Budget prepared baseline projections to 

the year 2020 for all Michigan counties using a formula that includes the three main components 

of population change: births, deaths and migration.  The 30-year population forecast for Iron 

County anticipated a continued decrease in population, and in fact over-estimated the decrease by 

2000 compared to what the Census actually showed.  Continued decreases are forecasted based on 

the 2010 Census figures.   
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3.0 ECONOMIC BASE  

 

3.1 Introduction  

 

Community growth and stability are directly linked to the local economic base.  Two major 

sectors make up an economy: one that provides goods and services for markets outside the 

community (basic or export sector) and one that provides goods and services for local 

consumption (non-basic sector).  The economic health of a community is closely linked to the 

creation and retention of local basic sector jobs.  Factors affecting a local community’s economy 

can be local in nature, but can also extend well beyond local boundaries.  Statewide, national and 

even global trends can affect the economy in communities like Crystal Falls.  In this chapter, 

current information from the City of Crystal Falls, Iron County, and the state will be presented 

for analysis and comparison. 

 

Much of the economic information presented is available only at the county level.  Even where 

information is available for a particular community, it is often difficult to separate a specific 

community from its neighbors, due to the willingness of residents to travel from one community 

to another for employment, education, and so on.  A family living in Crystal Falls Township, for 

example, may include one spouse working in Iron River, while the other works in Crystal Falls.  

They may utilize churches and schools in the City, and travel outside the county to shop or for 

entertainment. 

 

3.2 Area Economy 

 

The City of Crystal Falls was founded as a result of the discovery of iron ore in the area, and iron 

mining was a mainstay of the local economy for many years.  As soon as the Chicago and 

Northwestern Railroad was extended to the community, ore was shipped to steel mills in the 

lower Great Lakes region, helping to fuel growth in those areas as well.  Lumbering was also 

important to the local economy, with the large pine forests of the area providing logs and lumber 

for the building of communities throughout the Midwest.  Fur trading was important in the early 

days of the area as well, with the forest, lakes and rivers yielding fur to be shipped to outside 

markets in exchange for money or goods. 

 

As the iron mines began to close to an inability to compete with the large open pit mines with 

pelletizing operations, the local economy began a shift to more of a service economy, and the 

local population began to decline.  This was not an uncommon experience in the rural Midwest, 

as heavy industry gave way to smaller industry and suppliers to firms in more urban areas. 

 

Table 3-1 shows the largest employers in Iron County.  As can be seen from this table, the largest 

employers are generally in the service sector, with only two manufacturers among this group.  

This trend is not uncommon in rural areas where service employment growth has often outpaced 

industrial growth, and where large industrial employers have downsized, closed, or moved from 

the area.  Nationally, manufacturing employment has been virtually stable for decades, a result of 

several factors.  Automation has allowed manufacturers to produce goods more efficiently, with 

fewer employees.  At the same time, in order to compete in the global market, many companies 
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have moved part or all of their operations to overseas locations where labor is less expensive and 

regulations are often less burdensome. 

 

While there are few large employers in the Iron County area, many small and mid-sized firms are 

located in the area.  These firms cumulatively employ many more people than the few larger 

employers, and help to diversify the local economic base. 

 

In addition to these employers in the County, local residents may be employed in neighboring 

counties in Michigan or Wisconsin, where several other large employers and many small 

employers are located. 

 

TABLE 3-1 

Major Employers, Iron County  

Employer Location Product Employment 

Iron County Medical Care Facility Crystal Falls Health care 330 

West Iron County School District Iron River Education 87 

Aspirus Health Care System  Iron River Health care 285 

Lake Shore, Inc. Iron River Naval equipment, cranes 149 

Connor Sports Flooring Amasa Hardwood sports flooring 116 

Angeli’s Central Market Iron River Grocery store 90 - 100 

Iron River Care Center Iron River Health care 82 

Forest Park School District Crystal Falls Education 54 

 

Source:  Telephone contacts with employers, 2015 

 

Tourism is an industry that is becoming less seasonal in nature in recent years.  Whereas tourism 

formerly occurred primarily in the summer months, skiing and snowmobiling now draw 

increasing numbers of winter visitors to the Upper Peninsula.  Fall color tours attract visitors 

during the fall, and in many areas gambling casinos have become a year-round attraction.  Some 

areas also capitalize on local history to attract tourists.  Crystal Falls contains several historic 

buildings, including the county courthouse and city hall, and has a rich mining and lumbering 

history.  Three golf courses in the area, along with the Ski Brule ski resort near Iron River lure 

visitors from outside the local area as well. 

 

Another change in the tourism industry has been the trend away from one long family vacation in 

favor of shorter mini-vacations, often extended weekends.  Recent national events have also 

contributed to this trend, as some travelers are reluctant to fly and prefer to stay closer to home.  

Heritage-tourism and eco-tourism have increased in popularity.  Heritage-tourism draws those 

interested in the historic and cultural offerings of a community or institution.  In the local area, 

the Iron County Heritage Trail has been designated by the Michigan Department of 

Transportation as a Heritage Route.  This route allows tourists to visit a variety of attractions 

highlighting the history of the local area.  Eco-tourism has gained popularity among those 

wanting to experience nature through activities such as bird watching, hiking, and kayaking. 
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3.3 Civilian Labor Force Characteristics 

 

Those persons 16 years and over, currently employed or currently seeking employment 

(excluding persons in the armed forces) make up the civilian labor force.  As the age 

composition of a local population changes, changes occur in the nature of the labor force.  The 

labor force can also change seasonally, such as during the summer when high school and college 

students become part of the work force, and seasonal businesses such as resorts expand their 

workforce.  Knowledge of a community’s labor force is helpful in understanding the local 

economy.  It is useful to know what skills a local labor force may have, how many people are 

employed or seeking employment, etc., in order to provide this information to firms which may 

be interested in locating in or expanding in a community. 

 

The decennial Census provides information about the City’s labor force.  Although this 

information becomes more outdated later in the decade, it still is the most readily available 

characterization of the local labor force.  In 1990, according to the Census, 47.9 percent of the 

City’s population 16 years of age and older was in the labor force (labor force participation rate).  

In 2000 the labor force participation rate was 47.8 percent. In 2010 the labor force participation 

rate was 44.6 percent.  Iron County’s labor force participation rate was 47.9 percent in 1990 and 

51.1 percent in 2000 and 48.9 percent in 2010.  Labor force participation rate at the state level 

was 64.1 percent in 1990, 64.6 in 2000, and 61.8 in 2010.  The relatively low labor force 

participation rates in the City and County are in all likelihood related to the age structure of the 

population as discussed in Chapter 2.  The relatively older population, compared to the state as a 

whole, would include a higher percentage of retirees who are no longer in the labor force.  Later 

in this chapter information on the source of local income will be analyzed, and this data would 

appear to support this assumption. 

 

Comparative employment information and labor force comparisons by gender are provided in by 

the 2010 Census.  In 1990 the City’s labor force consisted of 55.0 percent males and 45.0 percent 

females.  By 2000, the labor force was nearly equally divided between males and females, at 

50.3 and 49.7 percent, respectively.  In 2010, the labor force remained equally divided between 

males and females.  The proportion of employed and unemployed males and females, however, 

is not so evenly divided, with women showing a lower unemployment rate than men.  The 

increasing proportion of women in the labor force over the past 10 years is typical of most 

communities, where the labor force participation rate of women has increased significantly in 

recent decades.  The availability of child care, increased educational opportunities for women, 

the need for two incomes to maintain a household in many cases, and a relaxing of societal 

pressures for women to stay in the home have all contributed to this trend. 

 

It is important to remember in making comparisons between this information and information 

presented later in this chapter on unemployment rates, that this labor force information describes 

persons living in the jurisdiction being analyzed.  These individuals may actually be employed in 

another community.   
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3.4 Employment by Industry Group 

 

Employment information collected for the 2010 Census and categorized using the Standard 

Industrial Classification (SIC) manual is presented in Table 3-2.  The use of this system classifies 

establishments by the type of industrial activity in which they are engaged.  The census 

information used is based on the answers local residents provided, and so may not correspond 

exactly with the SIC codes used in reporting information to the Michigan Employment Agency.  

Furthermore, the Census information represents Crystal Falls residents only, who may work 

outside the City; the data in Table 3-2 is not indicative of the types of jobs provided in the City. 

 

At the time of the 2000 Census, the sector employing the largest proportion of local residents 

was the service sector, at 47.5 percent.  By 2010, that sector employed nearly half of the local 

labor force.  Retail trade, the second-largest sector in 2000 at 11.3 percent, had increased to 17.5 

percent in 2010.  Manufacturing increased from 7 percent in 2000 to 16.3 percent in 2010, while 

construction employment among local residents decreased from 9.2 percent to 5.5 percent.  Local 

manufacturing employment was much lower than statewide levels in 2000, and increased at a 

greater rate between 2000 and 2010. 

 
TABLE 3-2 

Employment by Broad Economic Sector, Selected Areas, 2000 and 2010 

Broad Economic Sector 

City of Crystal Falls Iron County Michigan 

2000 2010 2000 2010 2000 2010 

No. Percent No. Percent Percent Percent Percent Percent 

Agriculture, Forestry, 

Fisheries & Mining 
12 1.9 11 1.8 1.1 3.58 2.0 1.35 

Construction 58 9.2 32 5.5 6.0 6.09 4.9 4.76 

Manufacturing 44 7.0 95 16.3 22.5 12.19 24.6 9.87 

Transportation and utilities 43 6.9 9 1.5 6.2 2.8 5.5 4.13 

Wholesale Trade 11 1.8 11 1.8 3.3 2.13 4.0 2.49 

Retail Trade 71 11.3 102 17.5 11.9 13.11 18.0 11.16 

Finance, Insurance & Real 

Estate 
33 5.3 23 4.1 5.3 4.74 5.4 7.15 

Service 298 47.5 272 46.7 40.1 48.87 31.8 55.24 

Public Administration 58 9.2 28 4.8 3.6 6.49 3.7 3.85 

Total 628 100.0 583 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census, 2009-2013 5-Year Community Survey 

 

3.5 Employment by Place of Work 

 

In 2000, according to the Census, about 84 percent of the Crystal Falls working population was 

employed in Iron County; in 2010 the proportion employed in the County dropped by nearly 10 

percent.  The proportion of local residents who worked outside of Michigan nearly doubled, 

although the number remained small.  It is interesting to note that less than half of the employed 
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Crystal Falls residents worked in the City. 185 local residents found employment in Iron County, 

but outside of Crystal Falls.  This information is summarized in Table 3-3. 

 

The workplace is changing as technology changes, with workers having more mobility than ever 

before as a result of technology.  While many businesses will always require employees in an 

office or retail location to serve customers, and industries will require workers on site to 

manufacture goods, for example, more and more employees can work from a satellite location or 

even from their home.  Laptop and tablet computers, cell phones, pagers, fax machines, and 

video conferencing are among the technologies that make this flexibility possible.  Individuals in 

such positions will find that they can live where they choose, needing only Internet access, 

reliable telephone service, and perhaps quick access to an airport if frequent travel is required.  

For rural areas such as Crystal Falls, these residents can contribute to the local economy, send 

children to local schools, etc., while working for an employer whose office may be on the other 

side of the country.  It also means that Crystal Falls must compete against other communities to 

attract such individuals to Crystal Falls rather than another location. 

 
 

TABLE  3-3 

Residents Aged 16 or Older by Place of Work, City of Crystal Falls, 2000 & 2010 
 

 

Characteristics 

 
2000 

 
2010 

 
Number 

 
Percent 

 
Number 

 
Percent 

 
Total City Residents Employed 

 
618 

 
100.0 

 
570 

 
100.0 

 
Worked in Michigan 

 
603 

 
97.6 

 
543 

 
95.2 

 
Worked in Iron County 

 
519 

 
84.0 

 
424 

 
74.39 

 
      Worked in City of Crystal 

Falls 

 
320 

 
51.8 

 
239 

 
41.93 

  
Worked outside Iron County 

 
84 

 
13.6 

 
119 

 
20.88 

 
Worked outside of Michigan 

 
15 

 
2.4 

 
27 

 
4.74 

 

American Fact Finder, U.S. Census Bureau, Workers by Place of Work 

 

 

3.6  Unemployment 

 

County unemployment and labor force data are collected and analyzed by the U. S. Bureau of 

Labor Statistics. 

 

Iron County has generally recorded higher unemployment rates than statewide and national 

unemployment rates.  
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The size of the labor force and the proportion of unemployed persons are of course related to 

economic conditions.  While unemployment rates in recent years have been among the highest 

ever, it appears unemployment is no decreasing.  The labor force, meanwhile, has shrunk to its 

lowest level since 1991.  A shrinking labor force can lower unemployment rates by removing 

persons from the labor force, and can be an indication that residents have exhausted their 

unemployment benefits, have moved to other areas to seek work, or have given up the job 

search. A compilation of unemployment statistics is compiled in Table 3-4. 

 
American Fact Finder, U.S. Census Bureau 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
TABLE 3 -4 

Labor Force and Unemployment, 1970-2014 
 

 

 

 
Iron County Labor Force 

 
Unemployment Rates by Percent 

 
Employed 

 
Unemployed 

 
Total 

Labor 

Force 

 
Iron 

County 

 
Upper 

Peninsula 

 
State of 

Michigan 

 
United States 

 
2000 

 
5,125 

 
350 

 
5,450 

 
6.4 

 
5.8 

 
3.6 

 
4.0 

 
2001 

 
5,100 

 
350 

 
5,475 

 
6.4 

 
6.8 

 
5.3 

 
4.8 

 
2002 

 
5,000 

 
350 

 
5,350 

 
6.7 

 
7.3 

 
6.2 

 
5.8 

 
2003 5,383 433        5,816 7.4  7.3 5.7 
 
2004 

 
5,480 

 
                443 

 
5,923 

 
7.5 

 
 

 
7.0 

 
5.4 

 
2005 

 
5,438 

 
436 

 
5,874 

 
7.4 

 
 

 
6.6 

 
7.9 

 
2006 

 
5,560 

 
448 

 
6,008 

 
7.5 

 
 

 
7.0 

 
4.4 

 
2007 

 
5,496 

 
442 

 
5,938 

 
7.4 

 
 

 
7.1 

 
5.0 

 
2008 

 
5,357 

 
                481 

 
5,838 

 
8.2 

 
 

 
8.3 

 
7.3 

 
2009 

 
5,081 

 
698 

 
5,779 

 
12.1 

 
 

 
13.3 

 
9.9 

 
2010 

 
4,661 

 
635 

 
5,296 

 
12.0 

 
 

 
12.2 

 
9.3 

 
2011 

 
4,633 

 
538 

 
5,171 

 
10.4 

 
 

 
10.2 

 
8.5 

2012 
 

4,597 
 

487 
 

5,084 
 

9.6 
 

 
 

9.1 
 

7.9 
 
2013 

 
4,574 

 
518 

 
5,092 

 
10.2 

 
 

 
8.6 

 
6.7 

 
2014 

 
4,676 

 
448 

 
5,124 

 
8.7 

 
 

 
7.2 

 
5.6 
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3.7  Income 

 

An analysis of local income trends and sources of income is helpful in understanding the local 

economy.  This information can give an idea how much disposable income is available in the 

local population, the ability and willingness to pay for services, and provides a point of 

comparison between the local area and statewide trends. 

 

The U.S. Census gathers information on income on the so-called “long form,” and compiles that 

information in several different ways.  In Table 3-5 an snapshot of the 12 month earnings for 

2013 with comparisons between the state, county, and city are displayed.  This table indicates 

that the median earnings in the city are considerably lower than both the state and county. In 

addition it shows the continued disparity between male and female incomes.  

 

Table 3-5 

12 months earnings for 2013 

Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census, 2009-2013 American Community Survey 5-year estimates. 
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Table 3-6 

Households with Supplemental Incomes 

 

 
Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census, 2009-2013 American Community Survey 5-year estimates 
 

Table 3-6 shows the comparison of the state, county, and city of Crystal Falls regarding 

Supplemental Incomes.  The Supplemental Incomes include Social Security, cash public 

assistance, or food stamps.  All the data presented in this table is from the 12 month period of 

2013. 
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4.0 NATURAL FEATURES AND LAND USE  

 

4.1 Natural Features 

 

One of the most obvious features of the City of Crystal Falls is the steep topography of the area.  

The main business district is located on a hillside west of the Paint River.  Approaching the city 

from the east on M-69, visitors to the community can see the entire downtown area rising before 

them along Superior Avenue.  From the top of the hill, looking east, the Paint River and the hills 

across the river can be seen, with the business district in the foreground.  Elevations in the city 

range from approximately 1,300 feet above sea level along the Paint River to over 1,540 feet in 

the highest areas west of the river. 

 

While offering scenic views and providing an attractive entrance to the community, these steep 

slopes can present challenges to development as well.  Construction techniques must be adapted 

to compensate for the steep terrain, potentially adding expense.  Provision of municipal services 

can be made more difficult in cases where water or wastewater must be pumped to its 

destination, rather than relying on gravity.  In some steep areas, runoff from storms or melting 

snow can present drainage problems. 

 

Due to its inland location in one of only two counties in the Upper Peninsula that do not border 

directly on the Great Lakes, Crystal Falls does not feel the influence of Lake Superior or Lake 

Michigan the way communities closer to the shoreline do.  “Lake effect” snows typically do not 

reach this far inland, and the lakes are too far away to moderate temperature extremes.  The 

climate is generally characterized as a continental climate, with cold winters and short, relatively 

cool summers.  The average minimum temperature in January is 2 degree Fahrenheit, while the 

average maximum temperature in January is 24 degrees Fahrenheit.  In July the average 

minimum is 54 degrees, and the average maximum is 79 degrees.  A few miles north of Crystal 

Falls along U.S. 141 lies the community of Amasa, locally known as the home of extremely cold 

winter temperatures. 

 

The growing season in Iron County averages between 70 to 120 days, precluding the growing of 

many crops which require long growing seasons.  Average annual precipitation is about 32 

inches, and snowfall across the County ranges from 70 to 140 inches per year. 

 

The waterfall which gave the city its name is no longer visible due to the construction of the dam 

which now provides about a third of the city’s electrical needs.  However, the Paint River 

remains one of the significant water features in the community, bisecting the city as it flows in a 

southeasterly direction across the city.  Other nearby water features include Runkle Lake, which 

lies partly within the city, and Fortunes Lakes, Michigamme Reservoir, Lake Mary, and the 

Peavey Falls Reservoir.  The city takes advantage of these natural features for recreation, with a 

park at Runkle Lake, a boat launch and barrier-free fishing pier, and a River Walk along the 

Paint River. 

 

While the City of Crystal Falls itself is an area considerably altered by human use, with 

manmade structures predominating, the surrounding areas provide a natural setting for the 

community.  The rural areas around the city are primarily mixed forest, which replaced the white 



 

 21 

pine, spruce and hemlock harvested in the late 1800s and early 1900s.  These rural areas are 

dotted with lakes, and concentrations of human habitation consist primarily of homes and 

cottages along lakeshores and residential areas close to incorporated cities.  This natural 

environment surrounding the city provides scenic beauty, fish and wildlife habitat, raw materials 

for natural resource-based industries, and generally contributes to the quality of life in the area.  

A wide variety of fish and wildlife species inhabit these lakes and forests, providing recreational 

opportunities to hunters, fisherman, and those who enjoy viewing wildlife.  Common wildlife 

species include deer, bear, moose, foxes, rabbits, squirrels, coyotes, raccoons, porcupines, and 

the like.  The gray wolf, a federally-listed Threatened species, is found in forested areas 

throughout the Upper Peninsula, and probably inhabits the areas around the city.  The bald eagle, 

classified as Threatened, can also be found in the area. Also, an occasional moose siting has been 

documented.  Walleye, northern pike, muskellunge, bass, trout and a variety of panfish inhabit 

area lakes and rivers. 

 

4.2 Land Use Patterns 

 

Land use patterns in Iron County have developed largely as a result of natural resource 

extraction. The City of Crystal Falls, for example, was founded as a result of the deposits of iron 

ore in the area, and the roads and railroads which serve the community were established to 

transport raw materials and materials into and out of the area.  Lumber mills were established 

along the rivers used to bring logs in from distant forests, and communities sprang up around 

them.  Records indicate at least 79 mines in Iron County, and a recent estimate places the number 

at around 115.  Thirty-four lumber camps were in operation around Crystal Falls in 1884, further 

evidence of the area’s dependence on natural resources.  Recent land use trends are less 

dependent on natural resources, and new developments have resulted in residential and other 

uses being established in areas that would have previously been considered undesirable for 

development. 

 

The City of Crystal Falls has evolved from a mining and lumbering town to a community with a 

manufacturing base of several small firms, a growing health care sector, and a downtown which 

has shifted from predominately retail stores to a mix of retail and service businesses.  The recent 

trend has been towards development on the edges of the community, with both residential and 

commercial development extending farther towards the city limits and into Crystal Falls 

Township. 

 

Thus, it is evident that land use is not static, but is continuously changing.  Changes in land use 

have been the result of various decisions made by individuals, families, businesses, or 

governmental/public agencies.  It is important to note, however, that land use changes cannot be 

attributed to a single set of decisions made by one group or individual.  Rather they are generally 

due to a combination of decisions made by a number of individuals, organizations, or public 

agencies. 

 

4.3 Factors Affecting Land Use 

 

Decisions which affect land use are made at many different levels, including the home buyer, 

developer, land speculator, or governmental unit. 
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The home buyer tends to base decisions on location, river or lakefront properties, quality of 

surroundings, available public services, and personal satisfaction, among other factors. 

 

Land speculators or developers make decisions to hold land in expectation of realizing a profit 

later or developing or selling at the present time.  These decisions are influenced by the supply 

and demand for various types of housing and the home lending market, demand for goods and 

services, or industrial needs, among other factors. 

It is significant to note the decisions made at these levels serve primarily a person’s own interests 

and often do not consider the effect of development on surrounding land uses, utilities, services, 

and so on.  This decision-making process in itself has the potential to lead to discontinuous 

development or incompatible arrangements of land uses. 

 

Public agencies, such as federal, state, county or local governments, play an important role in 

land use changes.  Various laws, rules, and regulations attempt to coordinate development for 

overall community improvement. 

 

The federal government exercises a number of responsibilities that affect land use through 

various loan and grant programs for such purposes as planning, housing, economic development, 

and water and sewer systems.  Other than funding, they have little control over the direction and 

magnitude of land use changes.  However, it is evident these programs do have an effect on 

development; for example, some funding programs will not allow funds to be used for extension 

of utilities to new areas, but will only upgrade facilities in the existing service area. 

 

Federal regulations concerning environmental protection, fair housing, etc. can impact land use 

patterns.  However, many of these federal regulations are actually enforced by the state, as in the 

case of the Safe Drinking Water Act, a federal law which regulates public water systems.  In 

Michigan, this and other federal laws are actually enforced by the Michigan Department of 

Environmental Quality.  Federal agencies such as the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers enforce 

some federal regulations, such as those dealing with wetlands on the Great Lakes shoreline. 

 

The role of the state has traditionally been limited to enacting enabling legislation to local 

governments to regulate growth and development, and to administering federal grant programs 

and regulations. However, State laws regarding land division, wet lands protection, farmland 

preservation, etc., can have a direct effect on local land use decisions.  

 

Local governments can probably exert the most effective influence on land use changes through 

public investment in projects such as schools, parks, roads, and municipal utilities.  Growth and 

land use can also be regulated by local governments through zoning ordinances, subdivision 

regulations and building codes.  Local planning efforts that seek to define the most suitable uses 

of an area, anticipate and prepare for future growth can help guide land use decisions. 

 

Among other factors, the transportation system has a great deal of influence on land use.  As the 

interstate and local highway systems throughout the country expanded and vehicle ownership 

became more common during the 20th century, land use patterns changed on response.  Rather 
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than living the majority of their lives in a single community, or even a neighborhood in that 

community, people now travel routinely between communities daily for employment, health 

care, shopping, recreation, educational opportunities, etc.  This has contributed to urban sprawl 

and the out-migration from urban areas.  The transportation system is also vital to business and 

industry as a means of moving goods, raw materials, and customers. 

 

However, it should be noted that these are not the only decisions influencing land use changes.  

Taxation, land values, proximity to industrial areas, and terrain all play a part in land use 

changes.  Changing technology, including e-mail, the Internet, fax machines and 

teleconferencing, means that some businesses and industries can now consider locating in areas 

where they would previously have been too far from their markets, or from a central facility.  It 

is expected that telecommuting and working from home or a small satellite office linked 

electronically to a central office will become more common.  Changes in lifestyles, family size, 

shopping habits and other attributes also affect land use patterns. 

 

Thus, it is clear that many factors and decisions made by various individuals, groups, and 

agencies influence land use changes. 

 

4.4 Current Land Use Pattern 

 

The majority of land within the City of Crystal Falls is developed as residential, commercial, or 

other uses, with a relatively small proportion of the community remaining undeveloped.  The city 

contains a mix of uses within its approximately 1,900 acres, as well as some areas which are 

currently vacant.  The effects of the mining era can be seen in the city, with the remnants of 

structures and pits in some areas.  The general trend in recent years has been towards 

development along the U.S. 2 corridor on the west side of the city. 

 

Commercial Uses:  The commercial areas of the city are primarily concentrated along the main 

transportation routes.  The traditional “downtown” area is along Superior Avenue (M-69) west of 

the Paint River, and contains public uses such as City Hall, post office, etc., as well as 

commercial uses.  These public uses help attract people to the downtown area.  Most of the 

structures in the downtown are relatively old, and parking is somewhat limited.  Some of the 

buildings are historically and architecturally significant, such as City Hall and the Iron County 

Courthouse.  Commercial uses are also located along Crystal Avenue (U.S. 2 and 41), although 

most are in Crystal Falls Township.  The commercial uses in the outlying areas of the city tend to 

be those which require larger lots for parking and/or display of merchandise, or in some cases are 

highly dependent on drive-by traffic and so desire a highway location.  While many communities 

have seen the construction of new or upgraded highways result in bypassing of the traditional 

business district, in Crystal Falls the main thoroughfare continues to bring visitors directly 

through the downtown. 

 

Residential Uses:  East of the Paint River, there is a residential area north of M-69.  On the west 

side of the river, residential neighborhoods lie behind the central business district along Superior 

and Crystal avenues, and on both sides of U.S. 141 and 2 in the southern part of the city.  The 

vast majority of the residential structures are single-family homes on a residential lot.  As 
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reflected in the Census data, the residential neighborhoods in the City of Crystal Falls are 

generally made up of older housing.  In the areas which were first platted in the early days of the 

city, lot sizes are generally very small by today’s standards.  The small lots are often less 

desirable to those people who wish to build a larger home, since two or more lots may be 

required to provide the necessary space.  For existing housing, the small lot size can limit the 

ability to add on to the structure, or to provide garages or other outbuildings.  In contrast to 

residential areas along lakes or in the rural parts of nearby townships, relatively few seasonal 

homes are found in the city.  Mobile homes are generally not found within the city, the result of a 

zoning ordinance that effectively prohibits their presence.  Chapter 6, Housing, provides further 

information on the type, age, and occupancy status of housing in the city. 

Industrial Uses:  The City of Crystal Falls has established an industrial park on the city’s west 

side.  The park has excellent access to the major highway corridors, as it is bounded by U.S. 2 

and 141 on the south and by U.S. 141 on the west.  Utilities are readily available, and several 

firms have located in the park.  The park had been designated as a Renaissance Zone by the 

Michigan Economic Development Corporation, which resulted in significant tax savings for 

property owners in certain sections of the park over a 10 year period.  Specifically, all state taxes, 

such as the real and personal property tax, were waived for properties inside the Renaissance 

Zone.  This was intended to serve as a powerful incentive to lure new and expanding firms to the 

area, as well as assist local residents to start a business.  The Renaissance Zone has since expired 

and there are a few small lot remaining in the park that are available for business development.  

The City continues to offer the land at a minimal price to any business with a viable plan. 

 

Public Uses:  Public uses include publicly-owned facilities as well as those privately-owned 

facilities that are generally open to the public.  These uses are located throughout the city.  

Chapter 5, Community Facilities and Services, discusses the type and location of public 

buildings and other facilities in the city.  These uses include governmental buildings such as City 

Hall, schools, and public lands such as parks. 

 

4.5 Contaminated Sites 

 

The Michigan Department of Environmental Quality is required by the Michigan Natural 

Resources and Environmental Protection Act to identify, evaluate and rank all sites of 

environmental contamination in Michigan.  Environmental contamination means the release of a 

hazardous substance, or the potential release of a discarded hazardous substance, in a quantity 

which is or may become injurious to the environment, or to the public health, safety or welfare. 

 

In those areas where hazardous substances have been identified, future development is restricted. 

An environmentally contaminated site can potentially affect a much larger area if contaminants 

enter groundwater sources.  Moreover, surface waters used for recreational pursuits such as 

swimming and fishing are potentially subject to contamination.  Table 4-1 shows the sites 

currently listed in the City of Crystal Falls, and their status. 

 

The Inventory of Facility has three data sources:  Facilities under Part 201, Environmental 

Remediation, of the Natural Resources and Environmental Protection Act, 1994 PA 451, as 

amended (NREPA) identified through state funded or private party response activities (Projects); 

Facilities under Part 213, Leaking Underground Storage Tanks of the NREPA; and Facilities 
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identified through submittals of Baseline Environmental Assessments (BEA) submitted pursuant 

to Part 201 or Part 213 of the NREPA.  

 

The Part 201 Projects inventory does not include all of the facilities that are subject to regulation 

under Part 201 because owners are not required to inform the DEQ about the facilities and can 

pursue cleanup independently. Facilities that are not known to DEQ are not on the inventory, nor 

are location with releases that resulted in low environmental impact. 

 

Part 213 facilities listed here may have more than one release; a list of releases for which 

corrective actions have been completed and list of releases for which corrective action has not 

been completed is located on the Leaking Underground Storage Tanks Site Search on the DEQ 

website.  

A BEA is a document that new or prospective property owners/operations disclose to the DEQ 

identifying the property as a facility pursuant to Part 201 and Part 213.  

 

 

Table 4-1 

Sites of Environmental Contamination, City of Crystal Falls 

 Source: Michigan Department of Environmental Quality, 2015 

 

 

From a land use standpoint, the presence of environmental contamination represents a constraint 

on future development, as well as a threat to human health and safety.  In addition to affecting a 

specific site, some contaminants can enter groundwater and cause more widespread problems, 

such as water well contamination.  It is desirable to identify and remediate contaminated sites in 

a timely manner, in order that potential hazards and land use constraints be removed. 

 

4.6 City Boundaries 

The corporate limits of the City of Crystal Falls define a very irregular outline of the community, 

particularly on the western and southern boundaries.  Along U.S. 2 and 141 west, for example, 

the areas south of the highway are located in Crystal Falls Township.  North of the highway, the 

area between Tobin Street and Krempasky Road (about ¼ mile), north to just north of Harrison 

Avenue, is in the Township.  West of Krempasky Road to where U.S. 141 splits off from U.S. 2 

and heads north (also about ¼ mile), the city boundary generally runs along the northern 

boundary of the lots fronting on the highway. The southern boundary of the city encompasses an 
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area extending about ¼ mile south along the east side of U.S. 2, as well as a long, narrow area 

extending along the western edge of the Paint River for about a mile.  Due to this discontinuous 

boundary along U.S. 2 and 141, municipal services such as water and sewer lines, electrical 

lines, etc., must be routed through portions of Crystal Falls Township.  In these areas, service is 

provided to businesses and residences in the Township. 

 



 

 27 

5.0 COMMUNITY FACILITIES AND SERVICES  

 

5.1 Introduction  

 

Services such as public safety, water, wastewater systems, street, park operations, and solid 

waste disposal are essential to a community’s homes and businesses.  Facilities, such as  

government buildings, schools, hospitals, parks, etc. are the physical structures required for these 

services.   The condition, efficiency and capacity of services and facilities are indicators of 

community’s governance and administration. 

 

Some of these facilities and services are provided directly by the City of Crystal Falls, sometimes 

under joint arrangements with other units of government or by contract.  Other facilities and 

services are provided by other local, county, state or federal agencies, or by the private sector. 

 

As part of the comprehensive planning effort, these services and facilities are described and 

evaluated as to their present condition and adequacy to meet present and future needs of the City. 

   

5.2 City Facilities and Services 

 

City Hall 

 

The Crystal Falls City Hall is located at 401 Superior Avenue.  Built in 1914, the City Hall 

houses most City offices, including the City Manager, City Clerk/Treasurer, City Council 

chambers, police and fire departments, electric department, and public works department.   Shop 

and garage facilities for the fire, electric, and public departments are also located at City Hall, as 

is a mechanic shop and garage.  The third floor of the City Hall building is home to an 

auditorium with a balcony and stage area.   The entrance on the west side of City Hall is 

handicapped accessible, and accessible restrooms are located on all three floors of the building.  

An elevator was installed in 1994, at the same time as the accessible restrooms.  

 

Other City Offices/buildings 

 

The Cemetery office is located at the cemetery.  City-owned buildings at the Crystal View Golf 

Course include a shop/garage, clubhouse, and two buildings for storage of golf carts.  A 

caretaker’s cabin, bathrooms, wigwam, and changing house are located at Runkle Lake Park, and 

there is a warming house at the municipal ski hill.  The electric and public works department 

store equipment and materials at a warehouse at the former Bristol Mine site. 

 

Law Enforcement 

 

The Crystal Falls Police Department is housed at City Hall and provides limited law enforcement 

protection to the City.  The department is staffed by two full -time officers, a chief and one patrol 

officer.  The Crystal Falls Police Department assists the Iron County Sheriff’s Department by 

providing backup as needed for incidents outside the City, and the Sheriff’s Department provides 

backup in the City.  The Iron County Sheriff’s Department also provides County-wide animal 

control services, marine, ORV and snowmobile patrol, and supports the volunteer search and 
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rescue team.  The Sheriff’s department office and 50-bed correctional facility are housed at the 

Iron County Courthouse Complex in Crystal Falls.  The animal shelter is located in the City of 

Iron River.  The snowmobile and ATV patrols are provided by the Sheriff’s department in 

cooperation with the Michigan Department of Natural Resources. 

 

Fire Protection 

 

The Crystal Falls Township Fire Department provides protection for the City of Crystal Falls 

through a contract.  One full-time driver (the Fire Chief) and volunteer firefighters staff the 

department, offices and equipment are located in Crystal Falls at the City Hall complex.  In 

addition to responding to calls within the area served by the department, response is provided 

through mutual aid to other departments as needed. 

 

Other Emergency Services 

 

Ambulance service is provided by Aspirus Hospital.  The primary base for this service is near the 

Aspirus Hospital in Iron River.  An ambulance and attendants use the Aspirus Clinic located at 

the U.S.2/U.S.141 and Bristol Mine Road intersection as a “home base” in the Crystal Falls 

community. 

 

Iron County is served by an enhanced 911 system, wherein a single call to 911 serves to dispatch 

the appropriate emergency services.  The dispatch center is located at the Iron County Sheriff’s 

Department, and is staffed 24 hours per day, seven days a week.  In 2015 the ability to send text 

messages to the 911 dispatch system was added. 

 

Municipal Water and Wastewater Systems 

 

The City of Crystal Falls provides municipal water and wastewater treatment services to City 

residents as well as some residents of Crystal Falls Township. 

 

The municipal water system obtains water from Crystal Falls Township at a valve located in the 

City’s Industrial Park.  The water is then pumped to an 200,000 gallon elevated storage tank 

located near the Iron County Courthouse.  The tank provides gravity flow to the entire service 

area for the system.  The City has made several water system improvements, however, many 

areas of the city are still supported by an aging infrastructure.  The water provided to all 

customers in the City is monitored by a metering system to insure correct billing for usage but 

also allows for timely alerts for water breaks.  

 

The wastewater treatment is a lagoon system, constructed in approximately 1968.  The system is 

currently in compliance with state and federal standards.  There are areas in the City that are not 

served by the wastewater system, and these residents must rely on on-site systems such as septic 

tanks.  These areas are generally too low and/or too sparsely populated to justify sewer service. 

 

Separation of storm and sanitary sewers began in 1993-94.  The first phase of the project was 

along Crystal Avenue, followed by a phase two project encompassing the remainder of the City 

with the exception of Superior Avenue.  Phase three of the sewer separation work was conducted 
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on Superior Avenue in 2008 and was done in conjunction with a planned downtown streetscape 

project using MDOT funds.   

 

The areas outside of the City limits which are served by City water and sewer are those areas 

along U.S. 2 west where the irregular corporate limit results in areas under the jurisdiction of the 

Township being intermingled with the City. 
 

Electric Department 

 

The City of Crystal Falls owns a hydroelectric dam on the Paint River.  The dam and associated 

hydroelectric power plant produce about one megawatt of electricity, which provides 

approximately one-third of the City’s needs.  Additional power is purchased from WE Energies 

through a contract with WPPI and all power is distributed on City-owned lines.  The automated 

hydro plant and dam are in good condition.  Production of hydroelectric power allows the City to 

keep electrical rates low, and offer an attractive rate to large users such as industrial concerns.  

The City’s affiliation with WPPI (Wisconsin Public Power Inc) brings many advantages to the 

operation.  An ARRA Grant in 2010 allowed for the purchase and installation of  “smart meters”.  

This has served to bring the monitoring of the electric usage by City customers to a level of 

advanced technology. 

 

Cable TV 

 

The City of Crystal Falls owns and operated the cable television system which serves the City 

and some areas of Crystal Falls Township since 1958.  The cable system shares utility corridors 

with the City’s electrical system.  Thirty Three channels are offered along with a community 

information channel.  HBO can be added for an additional fee.  This system offers both analog 

and digital transmission of most of the channels, however, the ever-increasing popular HD TV is 

not available on this antiquated system.  

 

Solid Waste Disposal and Recycling 

 

Weekly curbside garbage pickup is provided to all City residents and businesses on Monday of 

each week.  The City contracts with Great American Disposal (GAD) to provide this service, 

which is paid for by residents who buy stickers to place on their trash bags.  Only trash bearing 

these stickers will be collected by GAD crews.  Recycling collection is provided on the second 

Monday of each month at a drop-off site in the back parking lot by City Hall.  Yard waste is 

picked up in spring and fall by the City, as these items are not picked up by GAD. 

 

Cemetery 

 

The City of Crystal Falls maintains a cemetery, known as Evergreen Cemetery, in the eastern 

part of the City.  A variety of sizes of lots are available for purchase.  Costs for burials from 

outside the local area (the City of Crystal Falls, Crystal Falls, Mansfield and Mastodon 

townships) are higher.  The cemetery is of adequate size to provide for the area’s needs. 

 

Parks and Recreation 
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The City of Crystal Falls maintains a five-year Recreation Plan in accordance with Michigan 

Department of Natural resources guidelines.  This plan more fully describes all recreational 

facilities and programs in the City, and maintains City eligibility for MDNR recreation grant 

programs.  While it is not the purpose of this plan to reiterate the information found in the 

Recreation Plan, a brief summary of some of the major City-owned recreational facilities is 

included here. 

 

The Runkle Lake Recreation Complex is located in the eastern portion of the City on the 

shoreline of Runkle Lake.  Facilities include 57 campsites, 17 with water, electric and sewer 

hookups and the remaining sites with water and electric hookups only.  Restrooms and showers 

are available.  Softball and Little League fields, tennis, basketball and volleyball courts, 

horseshoe pits, a playground and picnic area, swimming beach, and a public boat launch and 

fishing pier are also located at the park. 

 

The Crystal View Golf Course is a nine-hole course located at 602 Wagner Street on the City’s 

east side.  A clubhouse, concessions, and golf cart rentals are available 

 

The Riverwalk connects Lincoln Park along M-69 at the Paint River to the golf course, offering a 

scenic boardwalk and pathway along the river.  Future expansion of this walkway to the North 

and West along the River to the Power Plant bridge on Fairbanks Road has been discussed and is 

in the planning stages. 

 

The Crystella Ski Hill, located in the southern portion of the City, offers two rope tows, a lighted 

hill, lodge/warming building, and an ice skating rink.  This facility is operated by an all-

volunteer group, the Crystella Recreation Association. 

 

The Crystal Falls Theater is a renovated movie theater, built in 1927.  Restoration began in 1988, 

and the renovated facility opened in 1991 following extensive volunteer effort.  The theater seats 

over 500, and is used for concerts, plays, and other performances.  As a spinoff of the theater the 

Costume Closet is located in a building just up the block and boasts of thousands of costumes.   

 

The Harbour House Museum is located in the former residence of the Harbour family, built in 

1900, and is open on a limited schedule from Memorial Day through Labor Day.  This facility is 

operated by an aging board of directors and struggles to raise the funds needed to maintain the 

building.   

 

The Harbour House Museum, Crystal Theater, and Costume Closet buildings are all City-owned 

buildings, are carried on the City’s insurance policy, and receive some funding from the City.  

Each facility is operated by a board, which does fundraising and charges fees for events and 

services to help cover operating costs. 
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5.3 Other Facilities and Services 

 

Educational Services and Facilities 

 

The Forest Park School District provides education for students in grades kindergarten through 

12 in the City of Crystal Falls as well as in Crystal Falls, Hematite, Mansfield and Mastodon 

townships.  Both the elementary and high schools are located in the City of Crystal Falls, at 801 

Forest Parkway.  The high school was constructed in 1970, and the elementary school in 1998.  

As with many districts in the Upper Peninsula, declining enrollment has resulted in decreased 

funding for the local school district.  In 1998 the total enrollment in the Forest Park Schools was 

732 students in grades K-12.   In 2014 – 2015 only 451 students were enrolled. 

 

Also available is the Dickinson-Iron Intermediate School District (Technical Education Center) 

which is located in Kingsford, MI on North Boulevard.  The ISD is comprised of four (4) 

departments; Early Childhood Education, General Services, Special Education, and Technical 

Education Services.  The ISD serves the surrounding school districts:  Forest Park, Norway-

Vulcan, Iron Mountain, Breitung Township, West Iron County, and North Dickinson. 

 

Local residents desiring to continue their education beyond high school must travel from the 

community in order to do so.  Several community colleges and universities serve residents of the 

Upper Peninsula, with the closest located more than an hour’s drive away.  Some classes are 

offered in the Iron Mountain/Kingsford area through Bay College and Northern Michigan 

University, but course offering are limited.  Post-secondary educational facilities within the 

region and approximate distances from Crystal Falls are shown in Table 5-3. 

 
TABLE 5 -3 

Educational Institutions Serving the Upper Peninsula 
 

Name of Institution 
 

Location 
 
Distance (mi.) from Crystal Falls 

 
Bay de Noc Community College 

 
Escanaba 

 
82 

 
Northern Michigan University 

 
Marquette 

 
72 

 
Michigan Technological University 

 
Houghton 

 
85 

 
Finlandia University (formerly Suomi College) 

 
Hancock 

 
90 

 
Gogebic Community College 

 
Ironwood 

 
98 

 
University of Wisconsin-Green Bay 

 
Green Bay 

 
130 

 
University of Wisconsin-Marinette 

 
Marinette 

 
105 

 
Northland Baptist Bible College 

 
Dunbar, WI 

 
**  

 
Bay West Community College 

 
Iron Mountain 

 
32 

 
Dickinson-Iron Intermediate School District Kingsford 35 
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Health Care 

 

A variety of health care professionals, including doctors, dentists, home health care, and other 

specialties, serve residents of Crystal Falls.  The Aspirus Hospital, located in Iron River, 

provides in- and out-patient services; Dickinson County Memorial Hospital in Iron Mountain, 

about 30 miles away, is also close enough to provide services on a routine basis.  Marquette 

General Hospital in Marquette provides regional health care services, with access to specialists 

which might not be available locally. 

 

Long-term skilled nursing care is provided at the Iron County Medical Care Facility about two 

miles west of Crystal Falls.  The Medical Care Facility has services for Alzheimer’s patients and 

those suffering from dementia.   

 

The Iron County Medical Care Facility also provides the Victorian Heights Assisted Living 

facility, with 13 studio and 12 1-bedroom units.  Assisted living offers residents the opportunity 

to live independently with maintenance, most utilities, light housekeeping and other services 

included in the monthly cost.  While some personal care is available, assisted living is designed 

for those still able to live on their own, rather than requiring assistance with daily activities.  

Meals are available, although each unit has kitchen facilities and residents may prepare their own 

meals.  Assisted living is a relatively recent phenomenon, and may become more commonplace 

as the population ages.   

 

Other Utilities 

 

Natural gas is provided throughout most of the City by DTE Energy, formerly known as 

Michcon.  Availability of natural gas in Iron County is generally limited to the cities and the 

primary highway corridors. 

 

Local telephone service throughout the City is provided by AT&T  and by Baraga Telephone.  A 

variety of long distance providers also serve the community, and customers can select their own 

provider based on rates, quality of service, etc. 

 

Dial-up Internet access is available to all telephone customers through various providers.  Baraga 

Telephone and AT&T has also installed DSL Internet service throughout much of the City, 

offering much higher connection speed. 

 

Library 

 

The Crystal Falls District Community Library is located at 237 Superior Avenue in Crystal Falls.  

In addition to its collection of books and magazines, the library offers a copy and fax machine, 

laminating, interlibrary loan for books not available locally, and computers with Internet access 

available for use by library patrons.  The library is open Monday-Saturday. 
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Iron County Courthouse 

 

The historic Iron County Courthouse is located in Crystal Falls, at the top of the hill overlooking 

the Paint River.  Built in 1890, the Courthouse was designed by architect J. C. Clancy and cost 

about $40,000 to construct.  The clock tower and bell were added later.  The courthouse and 

associated buildings house Iron County offices. The location of the Courthouse in Crystal Falls 

draws county residents to the community to conduct business, and the unique structure is an 

attractive feature of the community. 

 

Elderly Services 

 

Nutrition, social and information programs are provided through centers operated by the 

Dickinson-Iron Community Services Agency.   Senior centers are maintained in several locations 

in Iron County, including the Crystal Falls location at 601 Marquette Avenue.  The Center is 

open Monday through Friday and Sunday; hours of operation vary depending on the day of the 

week and the programs offered. 
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6.0 HOUSING 

 

6.1 Introduction  

 

Housing is one of the key factors to consider when planning for a community’s future.  The 

location and type of housing help to determine where public infrastructure must be located and 

public services provided, while at the same time the location of new housing can be determined 

in part by the availability of such infrastructure and services.  Housing characteristics also reveal 

information about a community’s economic and social condition and history. 

 

The cost of housing and the type of housing offered are typically determined by market factors.  

Outside of operating a housing authority or in some cases serving as developers of residential 

property, most local units of government do not become directly involved in the provision of 

housing.  However, through zoning and other land use controls, the provision of infrastructure 

and services, and efforts to attract new residents to a community, local governments can have a 

significant effect on the housing in an area. 

 

National statistics show that home ownership is at an all-time high, encouraged by the current 

low mortgage interest rates.  At the same time, the number of households renting is growing 

nationwide.  While personal income is a strong factor in many families’ decisions regarding 

renting or purchasing a home, other considerations make renting a preferred choice for some 

households. 

 

Neighborhood conditions reflect past and current choices.  Well maintained structures are 

indicative of healthy neighborhoods that residents find worthy of investment.  In a sense, 

neighborhoods within a community compete with one another and, as such, represent products 

that people buy. 

   

The information contained in this chapter reflects the most recent housing data available.  Age, 

type and occupancy related to existing housing are included for analysis.  This information will 

help City officials assess housing needs and determine appropriate measures to be undertaken in 

addressing those needs.   

 

 

6.2 Housing Characteristics 

 

Trends 

 

The Census Bureau recorded a total of 922 housing units the City of Crystal Falls in 1990, and 

913 housing units in 2000.  Between 1990 and 2000, the number of housing units decreased by 

nine units or 0.1 percent.  In 2010 the Census Bureau reports 893 housing units in the City of 

Crystal Falls which reflects a decrease of about .2 percent.  Table 6-1 shows that the City of 

Crystal Falls housing units have increased in other municipalities in the surrounding area.  These 

increases are attributed in part to the addition of apartment type facilities. 
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Most urban areas, large and small, have seen new housing developed at a greater rate in the 

surrounding townships.  This trend will be explored further later in this chapter, using building 

permit data as a measure of housing development in the area. 

 

Housing unit totals as recorded in official census data for the years 1980, 1990 and 2000 are 

presented in Table 6-1. 

 

TABLE 6 -1 

Total Housing Units, Selected Areas, 2000-2010 

Unit of Government 

 

2000 

 

2010 

 

Percent Change, 

1990-2000 

City of Crystal Falls 913 893 -.2 

Crystal Falls Township 1,207 1,316 9. 

City of Iron River 988 1,770 79. 

Iron County 8,772 9,197 5.0 

State of Michigan 4.234,279 4,529,311 7. 

Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census, 2010 General Housing Characteristics 
 

Occupancy and Tenure 

 

According to the 2000 Census, 87.1 percent of the City’s housing units were occupied, with the 

remaining 12.9 percent listed as vacant.  Nearly one-third of the vacant units, however, were 

shown as being for seasonal, recreational or occasional use, bringing the vacancy rate for year-

round housing to just over nine percent.  County-wide, over a third of housing units were vacant, 

but the vast majority of these were for seasonal use, resulting in a year-round vacancy rate of  

under six percent, nearly equal to the statewide average of 5.4 percent.  It would be expected that 

a much higher proportion of seasonal residences would be found outside the City, and the figures 

for Crystal Falls Township bear that out, with about 400 housing units held for seasonal or 

related use.  When the seasonal units are factored out, however, the Township still showed 

growth in the number of housing units, as opposed to a decrease in the City between 1990 and 

2000. 

 

Nearly 80 percent of Crystal Falls’ occupied housing units were occupied by their owners, with 

21.5 percent occupied by renters.    This compares with 82.4 percent owner-occupancy in Iron 

County.  Statewide, 73.8 percent of occupied housing units were owner-occupied.  The 

proportion of renter-occupied housing is typically higher in cities than in rural townships, due to 

the presence of infrastructure to support multi-family developments.  The proximity to shopping, 

health care and other services is also a factor in the location of multi-family housing. 
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TABLE 6 -2 

Housing Occupancy & Tenure, Selected Units, 2010 

Housing Units 
City of Crystal Falls Iron County State of Michigan 

Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent 

Total Units 893 100.0 9,197 100.0 4,532,233 100.0 

Occupied 700 78.39 5,577 60.64 3,872,508 85.44 

     Owner 546 78.00 4,559 81.75 2,793,342 72.13 

     Renter 154 22.00 1,018 18.25 1,079,166 27.87 

Vacant 193 21.61 3,620 39.36 659,725 13.2 

Seasonal, recreational, occasional use 76 39.38 2,814 77.73 263,071 39.88 

 
Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census, General Housing Characteristics 2010 
 

 

According to the Census data in Table 6-3, householders in owner-occupied housing tended to be 

in the 35 – 64 year old range, older than householders in rental housing.  In renter-occupied 

housing, a higher proportion of householders were 34 years old or younger.  This is a shift from 

the previous census which showed that the largest group of householders in owner-occupied 

housing tended to be 65 years of age and older.  

 

As mortality becomes a factor for the older households, questions about the future of this 

housing stock may arise.  If these homes are passed on to younger family members, these family 

members may already have their own homes, or may want a newer, larger home.  In either case, 

if the heirs do not need or want the house, it will likely be placed on the market, and/or be 

converted to rental property.  Since many of these homes are likely older homes, given the 

number of homes 50 years old and older, the City may see a relative “glut” of older housing on 

the market in years to come.  The number of rental properties may also increase, as homes are 

offered for rent either as single-family homes or divided into apartments 
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Table 6-3 

Tenure by Age of Householder, City of Crystal Falls, 2010 

Total: 695 

  Owner occupied: 544 

  Family households: 339 

      Married-couple family: 266 

        Householder 15 to 34 years 25 

        Householder 35 to 64 years 158 

        Householder 65 years and over 83 

      Other family: 73 

        Male householder, no wife present: 46 

          Householder 15 to 34 years 0 

          Householder 35 to 64 years 42 

          Householder 65 years and over 4 

        Female householder, no husband present: 27 

          Householder 15 to 34 years 0 

          Householder 35 to 64 years 20 

          Householder 65 years and over 7 

    Nonfamily households: 205 

      Householder living alone: 183 

        Householder 15 to 34 years 3 

        Householder 35 to 64 years 97 

        Householder 65 years and over 83 

      Householder not living alone: 22 

        Householder 15 to 34 years 5 

        Householder 35 to 64 years 4 

        Householder 65 years and over 13 

  Renter occupied: 151 

    Family households: 47 

      Married-couple family: 35 

        Householder 15 to 34 years 20 

        Householder 35 to 64 years 4 

        Householder 65 years and over 11 

      Other family: 12 

        Male householder, no wife present: 3 

          Householder 15 to 34 years 0 

          Householder 35 to 64 years 3 

          Householder 65 years and over 0 

        Female householder, no husband present: 9 

          Householder 15 to 34 years 3 

          Householder 35 to 64 years 6 

          Householder 65 years and over 0 

    Nonfamily households: 104 

      Householder living alone: 104 

        Householder 15 to 34 years 18 

        Householder 35 to 64 years 31 

        Householder 65 years and over 55 

      Householder not living alone: 0 

        Householder 15 to 34 years 0 

        Householder 35 to 64 years 0 

        Householder 65 years and over 0 
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Units in Structure 

 

The vast majority of Crystal Falls’ housing stock, according to the 2013 Census estimates, was 

single-family detached homes.  Eighty-five percent of the City’s housing units were of this type, 

compared to 85.7 percent Countywide and 72.8 percent for the State of Michigan.  Following 

single-family detached units, apartment complexes were next most common, at 7.6 percent of the 

City’s units.  Few mobile homes were shown in the City, compared to the County as a whole, 

while units in structures with 10 or more units made up a higher proportion than in the County as 

a whole.  Crystal Falls Township showed a high proportion of mobile homes.  The City’s current 

zoning ordinance places significant restrictions on mobile homes in the City, which accounts for 

the low number of such dwellings in the City. 

 

 
 

TABLE 6 -4 

Units in Structure by Percentage, Selected Areas, 2013 Estimates 

Unit Type 
City of Crystal 

Falls 

Crystal Falls 

Township 

City of Iron 

River 
Iron County 

State of 

Michigan 

1, detached 85.2 91.4 76.2 85.7 72.8 

1, attached 1.2 0.6 0.0 .3 4.8 

2 1.3 1.0 9.7 3.4 2.2 

3 or 4 2.4 0.0 1.0 .9 2.5 

5 to 9 1.9 0.0 3.6 1.6 4.2 

10 to 19 7.6 3.0 8.0 4.1 8.5 

Mobile Home 

& other 
.4 4. 1.5 4.0 5.0 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

 

Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census, Physical Housing Characteristics for Occupied Housing Units, Table S2504, 

2013 

 

Age of Housing 

 

According to the 2010 Census, over half the housing units in Crystal Falls were built prior to 

1940, and another 25 percent were built between 1940 and 1959.  This means that nearly 77 

percent of the City’s housing stock was 50 years old or older in 2010.  While older housing is not 

necessarily inadequate or of poorer quality than newer structures, it is more prone to 

deterioration if not adequately maintained.  Since a relatively large number of householders are 

over the age of 65, when maintenance also may become more difficult, much of the City’s 

housing stock may be vulnerable.  Older housing units often lack the amenities desired by more 

affluent, younger households, such as multiple bathrooms, large bedrooms, family rooms and 

large garages.  These older units often have narrow doorways, steep stairs, and other features 

which make them difficult for older residents to enjoy, and increased maintenance demands may 

also make these homes less desirable to an aging population. 
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The high proportion of older housing in Crystal Falls reflects the City’s heritage as one of the 

earliest communities in the area.  Countywide, 75.1 percent of the housing stock is 50 years or 

older.  In Crystal Falls Township, 13.5 percent of the housing units are 50 years old or more.  

The City of Iron River with 75.1 percent built prior to 1959. Table 6-5 illustrates the relative 

proportion of housing units by year built. 

 
 

TABLE 6 -5 

Housing Units by Year Structure Built, Selected Areas, 2010 
 
Unit of Government 

 
2010 or 

later 

 
% 2000 

to 2009 

 
% 1980 

to 1989 

 
% 1960 

to 1979 

 
% 1940 

to 1959 

 
% 1939 

or earlier 

 
Total 

 
City of Crystal Falls 

 
0.0 

 
3.6 

 
8.2 11.2 25.1 

 
51.9 

 
100.0 

 
Crystal Falls 

Township 
 

0.0 
 

30.6 
 

28.6 12.2 12.2 
 

16.3 
 

100.0 
 
City of Iron River 

 
0.0 

 
2.5 

 
7.8 14.5 32.5 

 
42.6 

 
100.0 

 
Iron County 

 
.3 

 
6.6 18.2 17.7 23.8 

 
33.5 

 
100.0 

 
State of Michigan 

 
.2 

 
10.6 

 
23.2 28.0 23.5 

 
14.6 

 
100.0 

 

Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census, Physical Housing Characteristics for Occupied Housing Units, Table S2504, 

2013 

 

 

Household Type and Relationship 

Information on household type and relationship was presented in Chapter 2 (see Table 2-7).  This 

information shows that the number of Family households, especially married-couple families, 

has increased slightly over the past decade.  At the same time, the number of non-family 

households has also decreased.  Over 22 percent of the City’s households in 2010 consisted of an 

elderly (65 years of age or older) person living alone. 

 

The number of people living in a household, as well as the age and relationship of those people, 

all influence the type of housing needed in a community.  The general trend across the United 

States in recent years has been to build larger and larger homes, often with multiple levels and on 

large lots.  At the same time, the population is aging and households are getting smaller. 
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Household Size 

 

The number of persons in a household has been 

decreasing in this country over the past several 

decades, however the City of Crystal Falls and 

Crystal Falls Township have shown a very slight 

increase, as shown in Table 6-6.  The average 

household in the City now contains slightly more 

than two people.  Several factors contribute to 

this trend, including families having fewer 

children, an increase in the number of single 

parent families, and increasing numbers of 

elderly residents living alone and staying in their 

own homes. 
 

 

Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census, Housing Characteristics for Occupied Housing Units, 2013 

 

Housing Values and Rents 

 

In 2010 the Census reported that the median housing value in the City of Crystal Falls was 

$56,700.  This figure was less the County-wide median value of $75,700, but was much lower 

than the median value of $101,300 reported for Crystal Falls Township.  These comparisons are 

presented in Table 6-7, which also compares the median gross rent as reported by the 2010 

Census.  The median housing value was much lower than the statewide value of $144,200. 

 

Gross rent refers to the total cost of rent 

plus basic utilities.  This is differentiated 

from contract rent, which is used 

elsewhere in the Census and represents 

only the actual cash rent paid or (in the 

case of vacant units) the rent asked for a 

unit.  In the City of Crystal Falls the 

median gross rent was $468, slightly 

higher than the County median, but 

significantly below the state median of 

$723. 

 
Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census, Housing Characteristics for Occupied Housing Units, 2013 

 

It should be noted that the information on housing values and rents is based upon residents' 

answers to questions on the Census form, not from landlords or records of real estate 

transactions.  Some residents who have not been involved in buying or selling property in many  

years may tend to underestimate the value of their home, while others may overestimate.  In the 

case of contract rent, utilities or other costs may be included in some instances but not in others.  

TABLE 6-6 

Persons Per Household, Selected Areas, 2000-2010 

Area 

Persons Per 

Household 

2000 2010 

City of Crystal Falls 2.13 2.22 

Crystal Falls Township 2.18 2.27 

City of Iron River 2.05 1.96 

Iron County 2.19 2.14 

State of Michigan 2.56 2.53 

TABLE 6 -7 

Median Housing Values and Rents, Selected Areas, 2000 

Area 
Median 

Housing Value 

Median Gross 

Rent 

City of Crystal Falls $56,700 $468 

Crystal Falls 

Township 
$101,300 $688 

City of Iron River $63,600 $392 

Iron County $75,700 $463 

State of Michigan $144,200 $723 
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Since these errors tend to occur throughout all communities, however, there is still value in 

comparing the data across several areas. 

 

6.3 Financial Characteristics 

 

As discussed in Chapter 3, median incomes in local areas are significantly lower than statewide 

averages.  While this can be offset somewhat by lower housing costs locally, the ability of local 

households to afford housing is impacted by these lower incomes. 

 

 

Table 6-8  

Annual Household Income (2013) 

Crystal Falls City 
Household Income Occupied Units Owner Occupied Renter Occupied 

<$5,000 4% 1.2% 12.7% 

$5,000 - $9,999 4.3% 1.6% 12.7% 

$10,000-$14,999 9.6% 4.8% 24.1% 

$15,000 - $19,999 19.6% 17.0% 27.7% 

$20,000 - $24,999 4.9% 6.0% 1.8% 

$25,000 - $34,999 12.6% 15.4% 4.2% 

$35,000 - $49,999 13.2% 15.6% 6.0% 

$50,000 - $74,999 20.1% 24.2% 7.8% 

$75,000 - $99,999 5.7% 6.6% 3.0% 

$100,000 - $149,999 4.5% 6.0% 0.0% 

$150,000 or more 1.3% 1.8% 0.0% 

    

Median household income  $31,602 $38,188 $15,147 

Source:  U.S. Census Bureau, Financial Characteristics 

 

Table 6-9 

Monthly Housing Costs 

Crystal Falls City 
Monthly Costs Occupied Units Owner Occupied Renter Occupied 

$100 - $199 1.5% 2.0% 0.00% 

$200 - $299 9.3% 7.4% 15.1% 

$300 - $399 17.2% 19.6% 10.2% 

$400 - $499 19.2% 15.0% 31.9% 

$500 - $599 11.8% 11.8% 12.0% 

$600 - $699 9.4% 9.6% 9.0% 

$700 - $799 5.4% 5.2% 6.0% 

$800 - $899 6.3% 7.4% 3.0% 

$900 - $999 6.1% 8.2% 0.0% 

$1,000 - $1,499 7.5% 9.2% 2.4% 

$1,500 - $1,999 2.2% 2.0% 3.0% 

$2,000 or more 2.1% 2.8% 0.0% 

    

Median $513 $552 $478 

Source:  U.S. Census Bureau, Financial Characteristics 
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A common method used to gauge the affordability of a community’s housing stock is the 

percentage of income spent on housing related expenses.  A general rule of thumb is that housing 

costs (mortgage, taxes, etc.) should consume no more than 25 to 30 percent of gross household 

income 

 

Table 6-10 

Monthly Housing Costs as a percentage of Household Income 

Crystal Falls City 
 Occupied Housing Owner Occupied Renter Occupied 

<$20,000 34.5% 23.8% 66.9% 

  Less than 20% 1.9% 1.2% 4.2% 

  20 – 29 % 8.1% 7.4% 10.2% 

  30% or more 24.4% 15.2% 52.4% 

$20,000 – $34,999 17.4% 21.4% 5.4% 

  Less than 20% 7.3% 8.6% 3.6% 

  20 – 29% 2.7% 3.0% 1.8% 

  30% or more 7.3% 9.8% 0.0% 

$35,000 –$ 49,999 13.2% 15.6% 6.0% 

  Less than 20% 8.7% 10.0% 4.8% 

  20 – 29% 3.9% 4.8% 1.2% 

  30% or more .6% .8% 0.0% 

$50,000 – $74,999 20.1% 24.2% 7.8% 

  Less than 20% 17.2% 20.4% 7.8% 

  20 – 29% 2.8% 3.8% 0.0% 

  30% or more 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 

$75,000  or more 11.5% 14.4% 3.0% 

  Less than 20% 7.9% 10.6% 0.0% 

  20 – 29% 3.0% 3.0% 3.0% 

  30% or more .6% .8% 0.0% 

Zero or negative income 1.5% .8% 3.6% 

No Cash Rent 1.8% - 7.2% 

Source:  U.S. Census Bureau, Financial Characteristics   
 

 

6.4 Home Heating Fuel 

 

Natural gas is by far the most common means of heating the City’s housing, according to the 

2000 Census.  Over 90 percent of the City’s housing units were heated in this manner, reflecting 

the availability of gas throughout the City as well as its cost efficiency.  Electricity, fuel oil and 

bottled gas followed in popularity.  Countywide, natural gas was used in less than 60 percent of 

occupied households, reflecting the fact that this fuel is primarily available in relatively urban 

areas.  Bottled gas, fuel oil, and wood were more commonly used in the County as a whole than 

in the City or in the state overall, again reflecting the rural nature of the area and the availability 

of these fuels.  
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TABLE 6 -10 

Heating Fuel for Occupied Housing Units, Selected Areas, 2010 
 

 

Source 

 
City of Crystal Falls 

 
Iron County 

 
State of Michigan 

 
Number 

 
Percent 

 
Number 

 
Percent 

 
Number 

 
Percent 

 
Util ity Gas 

 
620 

 
89.20 

 
2,903 

 
53.90 

 
2,997,239 

 
77.90 

 
Bottled, Tank or LP Gas 

 
38 

 
5.47 

 
1,205 

 
22.30 

 
352,528 

 
9.17 

 
Electricity 

 
17 

 
2.45 

 
268 

 
4.90 

 
270,560 

 
7.04 

 
Fuel Oil, Kerosene, etc. 

 
0 

 
0.0 

 
269 

 
4.99 

 
 78,658 

 
2.05 

 
Coal or Coke 

 
0 

 
0.0 

 
0 

 
0.0 

 
1,024 

 
.03 

 
Wood 

 
20 

 
2.88 

 
705 

 
13.09 

 
105,886 

 
2.82 

 
Solar Energy 

 
0 

 
0.0 

 
0 

 
0.0 

 
675 

 
.02 

 
Other Fuel 

 
0 

 
0.0 

 
27 

 
.58 

 
26,326 

 
.68 

 
No Fuel 

 
0 

 
0.0 

 
0 

 
1.7 

 
11,101 

 
.29 

 
          Total Units 

 
695 

 
100.0 

 
5,386 

 
100.0 

 
3,843,996 

 
100.0 

 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2006-2010 American Community Survey 

 

6.5 Building/Zoning Permits 

 

Before beginning construction of a new residential or commercial building, placement of a 

mobile home, or remodeling or alteration of an existing structure, a building permit is required.  

These permits are obtained from Iron County.  Prior to obtaining a permit from Iron County a 

zoning permit is required from the Crystal Falls City Zoning Administrator.  The Zoning 

Administrator is generally the City Manager. 

 

Zoning permits are issued by the Zoning Administrator to insure that the activity is in 

compliance with the Zoning Ordinance.  A compilation of the permits issued from 2007 – 2015 

is shown on Table 6-11.  What this shows us is that the construction of new homes in the City of 

Crystal Falls is relatively low with the last new construction of record taking place in 2012.  This 

is due in part to the lack of adequate size building lots for the placement of the modern home.  

The new home builder is finding larger lots more appealing and large lots are simply not 

available in the City, thus, newer construction is taking place in the outlying rural areas. The 

preference for larger building lots should be noted when developing new land for sale within the 

City. 
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Table 6-11 

Zoning Permits issued in the City of Crystal Falls 2007-2014 

YEAR ADDITIONS NEW 

ACCESSORY 

NEW 

CONSTRUCTION 

FENCE 

PERMITS 

SPECIAL 

USE 

PERMITS 

2007 2 2 0 0 0 

2008 1 1 0 0 0 

2009 2 3 0 3 0 

2010 3 1 3 3 1 

2011 10 3 2 2 0 

2012 3 0 2 11 4 

2013 3 2 0 2 2 

2014 2 3 0 1 3 

2015 2 2 0 6 0 

Source:  Zoning Permit Records, City of Crystal Falls 

 

 

6.6 Public Housing Development 
 

The Iron County Housing Commission provides subsidized housing in Iron County.  Subsidized 

housing is in the form of Section 8 vouchers or housing directly provided by the Housing 

Commission.  In the case of vouchers, the person holding the voucher finds housing provided by 

a landlord in the County, and the voucher provides a subsidy for the rental cost.  In the City of 

Crystal Falls, the Housing Commission also owns 14 single-family homes and the Pleasant 

Valley apartment complex, providing rental housing directly to residents.  The single-family 

homes are designed to accommodate families, while the Pleasant Valley Apartments are 

primarily intended for senior citizens.  All 43 units in the apartment complex are 1-bedroom 

units, and non-seniors are accommodated when there is a need and units are available. 

 

6.7 Housing Assistance Programs 

 

Housing rehabilitation, weatherization (insulating, caulking, window replacement, etc.) and 

home purchasing assistance programs are provided through the Dickinson-Iron Community 

Service Agency and are also available through the USDA Rural Development.  Applicants must 

meet established eligibility guidelines to qualify.  These programs are utilized by residents of 

both Iron and Dickinson counties, including residents of the City of Crystal Falls.  The programs 

are funded by the Michigan State Housing Development Authority, and are typically available on 

the County level rather than in individual communities.  These programs offer residents 

assistance in purchasing and/or rehabilitating homes.  In addition to providing residents with 

safer and more comfortable living conditions, the programs help to maintain the aging housing 

stock in the area, in situations where homeowners may otherwise be unable to prevent 

deterioration. 
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7.0 TRANSPORTATION  

 

7.1 Introduction   

 

An adequate transportation system is necessary to move into, out of, and within a community.  

This transportation system plays a key role in the development of the local economy, land use 

patterns, and the relationship of communities to each other. 

 

The location of land-based transportation systems, such as roads and railroads, is heavily 

influenced by physical barriers like rivers, lakes, swamps and rugged terrain.  Therefore, these 

transportation routes generally were established where physical features offered the least 

resistance.  Conversely, rivers and lakes themselves have proven vital to waterborne commerce, 

as in the case of the shipping routes on the Great Lakes, or the use of rivers to float logs to 

sawmills and ports. 

 

This section of the plan presents an inventory of the existing transportation facilities which serve 

the City of Crystal Falls, and discusses general transportation issues and needs specific to the 

local area. 

 

7.2 Road System 

 

Of the entire infrastructure which serves the needs of a community, local roads and streets 

probably draw the most attention from residents, and in some cases from visitors as well.  All 

residents use roads, either as drivers of vehicles or as passengers, or depend on them for the 

transport of good needed for daily life.  Even children too young to drive use roads for 

recreational activities such as bicycling, rollerblading, etc.  Unlike underground infrastructure 

such as water and sewer lines, which are equally vital to a community, roads are highly visible, 

and deteriorated roads and bridges are readily observed by all who travel them 

 

Michigan Act 51 of 1951 requires that all counties, incorporated cities, and villages establish and 

maintain road systems under their jurisdiction, as distinct from state jurisdiction.   

 

State Trunkline Highways:  The state trunkline system includes state and federal highways that 

connect communities to other areas within the same county, state and other states.  These 

roadways provide the highest level of traffic mobility for the traveling public.  While the state 

trunkline system carries more than half the total statewide traffic, it makes up only eight percent 

of total Michigan road miles.  State and federal highways are designed by the prefixes “M” and 

“U.S.” respectively. 

 

Three trunklines serve the City of Crystal Falls.  U.S. Highway 2 connects Crystal Falls with St. 

Ignace to the east and Wisconsin to the west, continuing on west as far as the Pacific coast.  U.S. 

Highway 141 runs concurrently with U.S. Highway 2 as it enters the city from the south, but then 

continues northward to intersect with M-28 and U.S. 41.  U.S. 141 provides connections to 

Houghton to the north and to Green Bay and points beyond to the south.  Finally, M-69 enters 

the city from the east, forming Superior Avenue until it terminates at the intersection with U.S. 
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2/141 at South 5th street.  M-69 provides the most direct access from Escanaba.  This state 

trunkline network offers good access to more urban areas, although at some distance.  

 

Act 51 requires that MDOT bear all maintenance costs consistent with department standards and 

specifications for all state highways including those within incorporated communities.  In a city 

the size of Crystal Falls, no cost sharing at the local level is required. 

 

County Road System:  County roads are classified as primary and local.  Local roads comprise 

the most miles in the county system, but have the lowest level of traffic.  Road funding is based 

on the mileage of each road system.  Roads within the City are not included in the county 

system; however, city streets often continue outside corporate limits as county roads, providing 

further access to surrounding areas.  There are 269.9 miles of primary roads and 364.0 miles of 

local roads in Iron County. 

 

Major Street System:  A system of major streets in each incorporated city or village is approved 

by the state highway commission pursuant to P.A. 51.  Major streets are selected by the city or 

village governing body on the basis of greatest general importance to the city or village.  Streets 

may be added or deleted from the system subject to approval of the state highway commissioner. 

The City has an inventory of 7.02 miles of Major streets within its boundaries. 

 

Local Street System:  City or village roads, exclusive of state trunklines, county roads and those 

included in the major street system, make up the local street system.  The process of approval, 

additions and deletions is the same as with other road system designations. The City has an 

inventory of 14.79 miles of Local streets within its boundaries. 

 

7.3 Private Roads 

 

While most development takes place in areas already served by public roads and streets, or by 

new roads added to the public road system, at times developers prefer to retain roads in private 

ownership.  The maintenance of these roads (snow plowing, grading, dust control, drainage ditch 

maintenance, etc.) is the responsibility of the residents living along these roads, who usually 

either accomplish these tasks on their own or through a contract agreement with a private entity.  

County road commissions and municipal street departments generally will not provide any 

maintenance service to privately owned roads.   

 

The presence of private roads may affect some of the services provided to the residents living 

along these roads, such as fire protection and emergency services.  Access for fire and 

emergency vehicles on private roads can be difficult, especially if the roads are badly 

maintained, narrow, and/or inadequately marked and signed.  As further development occurs 

along private roads, the possibility of conflicts between residents living along these roads and the 

community in which they live is more likely.  To remedy these problems in the future, a 

community can put stipulations in its zoning ordinance or land division ordinance that require 

private roads serving new residential areas to conform to certain dimensional and maintenance 

standards.   Some communities in Michigan have adopted private road ordinances which 

stipulate when roads must be deeded to the public, and/or the standards to which private roads 
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must be built.  It is also possible to prohibit subdivision and development of property unless the 

resulting parcels have direct access to public roads. 

 

7.4 National Functional Classification 

 

The National Functional Classification system is a planning tool developed by the Federal 

Highway Administration and used by federal, state and local transportation agencies.  Under this 

system, streets and roads are classified according to the level of mobility and access to property.  

Roads that provide the greatest mobility are classified as principal arterials, followed by minor 

arterials, major collectors, and minor collectors.  Local roads provide the greatest access to 

property, but are typically not designed to provide a high degree of mobility.  The placement of 

roads into these categories is determined by the relationship to traffic patterns, land use, land 

access needs, and traffic volumes.  This federal functional classification system is designed for 

larger-scale planning, and also determines eligibility for certain types of federal funding for 

transportation improvements. 

 

Principal Arterial:  The main function of a principal arterial road is to move traffic over medium 

distance quickly, safely, and efficiently.  Often the movement is between regions or major 

economic centers.  Superior Avenue (M-69), and U. S. Highways 2 and 141 are all principal 

arterials. 

 

Minor Arterial:  Roads within this classification move traffic over medium distances within a 

community or region in a moderate to quick manner.  They distribute traffic between collector 

roads and principal arterials.  

 

Collector Roads:  A collector road provides access between residential neighborhood and 

commercial/industrial areas.  Its function is to provide a more general service, e.g., area-to-area 

rather than point-to-point.  A collector usually serves medium trip lengths between 

neighborhoods on moderate to low traffic routes at moderate speeds and distributes traffic 

between local and arterial roads.  Usually, this involves trips from home to places of work, 

worship, education and where business and commerce are conducted. 

 

Rural Local Roads:  The predominant function of roads in this classification is to provide direct 

access to adjacent land uses.  A local road serves as the end for most trips within a community.  

Local roads include all streets not classified as arterials or collectors. 

 

Local roads should be designed to move traffic from an individual lot to collector streets which 

in turn serve areas of business, commerce, and employment.  Local roads should not be designed 

or located in such a manner that they would or might be utilized by through traffic.  This is an 

especially important consideration with regard to new development in a community.  Care 

should be taken not to allow development to occur in such a way as local roads become used as 

collectors, carrying more traffic than the roads or the neighborhoods they serve were intended to 

handle.  
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7.5 Financing 

 

Revenues collected from fuel taxes and motor vehicle registration fees are distributed to county 

road commissions, cities, and villages by formula.  This is done through the Michigan 

Transportation Fund which was established under P.A. 51 of 1951.  Road classification, road 

mileage, and population are factored into the formula.  A percentage of the funding is reserved 

for engineering, snow removal and urban roads. 

 

The Act 51 funding formula takes into consideration population, road mileage, and an MDOT 

distribution factor.  The Act 51 formula has been reviewed by the Legislature in recent years, and 

while no changes have yet been made, the future will probably bring changes to the funding 

formula.  As long as population remains a factor in the formula, the City will continue to receive 

decreased funding if the population continues to decline in future decades. 

 

Michigan Transportation Fund:  Revenues are distributed to cities, counties and villages form 

this fund to assist in completing road improvements, as well as snow removal and other 

maintenance activities. 

 

Michigan Transportation Economic Development Fund:  This fund was established in 1987 “to 

enhance the ability of the state to compete in an international economy, to serve as a catalyst for 

economic growth of the state, and to improve the quality of life in the state.”  Investing in 

highway, road and street projects necessary to support economic expansion is the purpose of the 

TEDF.  The six funding categories of the TEDF are as follows: 

 

Category A - Economic Development Road Projects 

Category B - State Trunkline Takeover (no longer funded) 

Category C - Urban Congestion Relief 

Category D - Secondary All-Season Road System 

Category E - Forest Road 

Category F -  Cities in Rural Counties 

 

Category A funding is awarded on a case-by-case project for appropriate economic development 

projects.  Iron County is not eligible for Category C, leaving Categories D, E and F as other 

possible sources of funds for transportation projects.  The revenue source for the TEDF includes 

state fees for license plates and driver licenses, except category C and D funds, where 55 percent 

of the revenue source comes from federal TEA-21 funds. 

 

Other:  Federal assistance for state highways is supported mainly through motor fuel taxes.  

Construction and repair costs associated with state trunkline systems are generated from these 

taxes.  The Intermodal Surface Transportation Efficiency Act of 1991, and its reauthorization as 

the Transportation Equity Act for the 21st Century (TEA-21), have resulted in allocation changes 

that have benefited Michigan.  Under the concept of “intermodalism”, transportation planning is 

supposed to engender cooperation among the different transportation modes that interconnect at 

shared hubs, or intermodals. 
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Ten percent of each state’s Surface Transportation Program (STP) funding is set aside for 

transportation enhancement projects.  Enhancement activities are meant to be such things as 

landscaping, bicycle paths, historic preservation, storm water runoff mitigation and other quality-

of-life projects.  A formal process of application has been established by the Michigan 

Department of Transportation to afford local and state jurisdictions an opportunity to pursue this 

funding. 

 

7.6 Traffic Volume  

 

Despite increasing fuel prices in recent years, the number of automobiles licensed and the 

number of miles driven throughout the U.S. continues to increase.  Nationally, two-car 

households increased from 10 million in 1960 to 34 million in 1990.   In the Crystal Falls area, as 

in cities all around the country, new residential development is occurring most frequently in the 

suburbs and beyond.  These households rely more on the automobile due to their location away 

from stores, schools, places of employment, etc.  No longer do families live within walking 

distance of their workplace, church, school, and neighborhood grocery store, as was common in 

the early 20th Century. 

 

The highway system in Michigan grew rapidly after the advent of the automobile, but slowed by 

1960.  After 1960, when there were 110,656 miles of state, county, city and village roads and 

streets in the state, less than 10,000 miles of new road have been added to the system.  Since 

1990 only about 2,000 new miles were added, bringing the total road mileage in Michigan to 

120,256 miles in 2001.  However, while the miles of road have not increased greatly, the number 

of miles traveled have increased significantly, reflecting our increasing reliance on the 

automobile.  In 1960, highway travel was estimated at 33.1 billion miles per year.  By 1980 the 

figure had nearly doubled, to 61.5 billion.  In 2001, it is estimated that vehicle travel stood at 

96.6 billion miles, an increase of nearly 200 percent.  In order to accommodate this increased 

traffic, the emphasis has shifted from building new roads to maintaining and increasing the 

capacity of existing roads. 

 

The number of vehicles registered also reflects the increasing popularity of the automobile.  In 

fiscal year 2001-02, the State of Michigan reports that 7,465 passenger vehicles were registered 

in Iron County.  Iron County contains 10,808 people aged 16 and over, representing the potential 

number of licensed drivers.  Considering that some of these individuals may not drive because of 

age, physical disabilities, etc., and that many drivers under the age of 18 do not have a vehicle 

for their own use, this is nearly one vehicle per licensed driver.  It is becoming the norm for 

every household to have more than one vehicle, and many have more than two.  In addition to 

the impact on the highway system, this is reflected in the housing market, as homes are 

commonly being built with garages that accommodate three or more cars. 

 

Traffic counting devices are used by the Michigan Department of Transportation to record 

volumes at set points along state trunklines.  Table 7-1 offers comparisons of MDOT traffic 

volume data from 1987 to 2013, using counters placed on state trunklines in the vicinity of 

Crystal Falls.  The traffic volumes given are in the form of Average Annual Daily Traffic, or 

AADT.  It should be noted that construction projects which detour traffic or cause travelers to 
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avoid certain roads in a given construction season may cause fluctuations in the AADT in a 

given year. 

 

Source: Michigan Department of Transportation for years cited. 

 

 

7.7 Transportation Planning and Improvements 

 

Planning for transportation improvements takes place at both the state and local level.  The 

Michigan Department of Transportation maintains a statewide long-range transportation plan, 

and holds hearings around the state to gather input regarding residents’ needs and desires.  In 

addition to the long-range plan, MDOT prepares a five-year program for road improvements 

statewide.  The various phases, such as right-of-way acquisition, design, and construction, are 

scheduled over a multi-year period so as to keep large projects on track. 

 

Local planning efforts consist of the City’s annual prioritizing of street improvement projects, as 

well as small urban area task force meetings to plan projects for Category F funding.  Some local 

TABLE 7 -1 

Average Annual Daily Traffic, Crystal Falls Area, 1987-2013 

Year 

Traffic Counter Location 

U.S. 141 N. of 

Crystal Falls 

U.S. 2 W. in 

Crystal Falls 

U.S. 2 approx. 5 

mi. W. of 

Crystal Falls 

U.S. 2 & 141 

approx. 5 mi. S. 

of Crystal Falls 

M-69 just W. 

of Crystal 

Falls 

M-69 approx. 

approx. 6 miles 

E. of Crystal 

Falls 
1987 1,500 7,500 3,500 2,600 2,200 1,500 

1988 1,300 6,600 2,900 2,000 3,700 1,300 

1989 2,000 7,300 2,800 2,500 1,100 1,100 

1990 800 6,600 3,900 2,500 1,500 1,500 

1991 2,500 7,800 3,000 2,400 2,300 1,400 

1992 1,900 7,700 4,300 3,100 2,300 1,400 

1993 1,200 6,900 4,400 3,900 4,000 1,300 

1994 1,100 5,000 2,500 2,700 1,800 1,800 

1995 1,200 6,900 4,100 2,700 2,700 1,500 

1996 1,700 6,600 4,400 2,500 -- 1,600 

1997 2,600 6,500 4,200 2,500 -- 1,700 

1998 2,700 8,200 4,000 2,400 -- 1,700 

1999 3,300 6,300 4,000 2,600 -- 3,000 

2000 3,400 6,300 4,000 2,600 -- 3,000 

 
2006 2,900 6,300 3,200 2,900 4,200 1,700 

2013 2,600 6,300 2,000 2,600 4,200 1,700 
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planning efforts address specific issues, and may receive support from MDOT, as in the case of 

corridor studies and access management plans. 

 

Access management refers to long-term planning for access to highway corridors, in order to 

preserve the long-term capacity of the roadway, improve safety, and maintain accessibility.  

Access management examines the spacing and location of driveways, access roads and 

intersections, and access management plans can recommend such measures as driveway 

consolidations, front or rear access roads, turn lanes, intersection realignments, addition or 

removal of traffic control devices, and other measures.  Implementation can involve use of 

zoning and subdivision control ordinances, private road ordinances, Road Commission standards 

for subdivision design, and use of local review boards in granting driveway permits.  Access 

management plans are generally developed cooperatively by local units of government within a 

specific corridor area, with technical assistance from MDOT.  Local committees enter into a 

Memorandum of Understanding to insure commitment to the planning process and 

implementation, and a consultant is usually retained to develop the actual plan by working 

closely with MDOT and the corridor group.  At this time these efforts are usually funded by 

MDOT. 

 

7.8 Public Transportation  

 

Transportation for elderly and handicapped persons is provided by the Dickinson-Iron 

Community Services Agency on a demand-response basis.  No public transportation system 

exists in the county.  There is no taxi service available in Crystal Falls.  This lack of public 

transportation service means that those in need of transportation must rely on friends, relatives 

and neighbors. 

 

7.9 Rail Service 

 

Rail service was critical to the growth and development of the Upper Peninsula.  Railroads 

transported logs and iron ore from inland locations to ports on the Great Lakes, where they could 

be shipped to markets elsewhere.  In turn, the railroads also brought in goods that were 

purchased elsewhere.  Many small communities were founded as a result of the extension of a 

rail spur to a mine or logging camp, and most of these communities faded away when the 

railroads were gone.  Larger communities formerly had a network of rail lines extending 

throughout the community; now there is usually only one rail line in the community, and old 

tracks have been abandoned and removed.  

 

Crystal Falls no longer has railroad service within the city.  Most of the active rail lines in the 

Upper Peninsula are owned and operated by Canadian National, which acquired the Wisconsin 

Central Ltd. Railroad in 2001.  The rail line from Amasa to Sagola, owned by CN, is the closest 

active rail line to the City.  This line cuts across Crystal Falls Township, but does not enter the 

city. 

 

While the importance of rail transportation has declined in recent years in the U.S., it remains a 

critical form of transportation in many areas.  The presence of rail service could be a potential 
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advantage in attracting new industry to the area, if a spur could be extended to the industrial 

park.   

 

7.10 Air Transportation  

 

The nearest airport providing commercial and charter passenger service is the Ford Airport in 

Kingsford, a distance of about 30 miles.  Midwest Connect provides daily service to Milwaukee, 

where connections to other cities on Midwest Express or other airlines can be made.  Ford 

Airport is served primarily by 19-passenger turboprop aircraft.  Superior Aviation provides 

charter service as well as a daily roundtrip flight to Lansing. 

 

Other airports offering a greater selection of airlines and destinations are located at a further 

distance.  The Marquette County Airport, located at the former KI Sawyer Air Force Base near 

Gwinn is served by American Eagle, Northwest and Midwest Connect, and is about 80 miles 

away.  Green Bay is served by several airlines with both jet and turboprop service, and is located 

about 100 miles from Crystal Falls.  Passenger service is also available at Escanaba, about 80 

miles away, which is served by Midwest Connect with service to Milwaukee. 

 

7.11 Non-motorized Transportation Facilities 

 

In recent years, the construction of non-motorized facilities has increased in many areas in 

response to public interest.  Walking and bicycling are among the top five individual exercise 

activities according to a national surveya (walking is number one).  Alternate modes of 

transportation are encouraged and made safer by facilities such as bike lanes and walking paths.  

A non-motorized path was constructed in 2010 from Park Street in Crystal Falls to the Iron 

County Medicare Facility in Crystal Falls Township.  This had added greatly to the walkability 

of the Crystal Falls Community. 

 

Sidewalks have connected residents to their neighborhoods, schools, stores and workplaces for 

many years.  However, as automobile ownership and use have increased, and residential 

development has shifted to the suburbs, sidewalks are often not constructed in newer residential 

developments.  While it can be argued that sidewalks are no longer needed in light of the 

automobile-oriented lifestyle that has become common, proponents of sidewalks argue that 

sidewalks and bike paths help promote a sense of neighborhood and community, as well as 

potentially reduce traffic congestion.  While residents may not always use sidewalks when they 

are present, in the absence of sidewalks people will either drive to where they need to go or use 

the street as they would a sidewalk.  Where there are no sidewalks, children and adults walk and 

ride bicycles, skateboards and in-line skates in the streets, creating a potential hazard by mixing 

vehicle and pedestrian traffic.  The increase in size of residential lots in new developments has 

also been a factor in eliminating sidewalks, as the cost per lot increases as lots become wider. 

The Riverwalk that connects Lincoln Park near M-69 with the Paint River consists of boardwalk 

and concrete pathway, and offers a fishing pier, benches, and the natural environment of the 

river.  Plans to expand this walk north to the power plant bridge are in the discussion phase. 

                                                 
a
 National Sporting Goods Association, Sports Participation in 1998 



 

 53 

 

8.0  FUTURE LAND USE 

 

8.1 Introduction  

 

The City of Crystal Falls Planning Commission has examined the background information 

presented in the preceding chapters of this plan, and has formulated goals and objectives, which 

are discussed in Chapter 9.  As a final step in the development of this Comprehensive Plan, the 

Planning Commission has developed recommendations for future land use in the city, which are 

based on the physical capability of the land, the needs of the community, and the goals for the 

future growth and development of the city.  These future land use recommendations can serve as 

a guideline for future zoning decisions, and if implemented, will result in orderly growth in the 

community. 

 

8.2 Future Residential Development 

 

As evidenced by the number and type of building permits issued in recent years, Crystal Falls 

lags behind the surrounding townships in the number of permits issued for new construction.  

Most of the new housing being built in Iron County is being built in the townships, where large 

lots and attractive homesites are available.  The platted areas in the cities, including Crystal Falls, 

are largely built up, and where lots are available they are too small to accommodate today’s large 

homes with two- or three-car garages, etc.  If areas in the city were available for residential 

development, offering large, attractive lots, local residents would have the option of building the 

type of home they desire in the city. 

 

There are several areas in the city which are potentially suitable for residential development.  In 

the northeastern corner of the city, northwest of Runkle Lake Park, lies a parcel which could 

offer attractive homesites.  Municipal utilities are available nearby, and could be extended.  

Areas along the Paint River, including some river frontage and other areas with views of the 

river, could be developed for upscale residential use.  Some of this property along the river is 

city-owned, while other areas are owned by private individuals.  There may also be areas near 

the ski hill which could support residential development as well.  All of these areas are 

recommended for residential use; the question yet to be answered is whether the city would in 

some or all cases wish to develop the properties, or if development by a private developer would 

be preferred.  Both options offer advantages and disadvantages.  A private developer would 

assume the responsibility of extending infrastructure throughout the development, while 

development by the city would offer a greater level of control over the type and level of 

development which would take place.  Initially, the first step would be to encourage residential 

development. 

 

8.3 Future Recreational Development 

 

The city owns 160 acres near the ski hill, some of which is in Crystal Falls Township.  This area 

offers great potential for recreational development to complement the ski hill, such as cross-

country ski trails, biking and hiking trails, etc.  Trails and greenways to connect this area to the 
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Riverwalk, the golf course, and Runkle Lake Park are also envisioned, offering both residents 

and visitors the opportunity for non-motorized access throughout the community. 

The first step in developing additional recreational opportunities which take advantage of the 

natural beauty of the area would be to include these potential improvements in a future revision 

of the 5-year recreation plan, and seek funding for completion of the projects. 
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9.0 GOALS AND OBJECTIVES  

 

9.1 Introduction  

 

Thus far in this document, background information in a variety of areas has been analyzed and 

discussed.  This provides a useful source of information for local officials and others wanting 

information about the community, but does not set forth a plan of action for the future of the 

City.  In order to address issues or take advantage of opportunities that may have been identified 

during the planning process, it is necessary that this plan define goals and objectives that can be 

used to guide future growth and development. 

 

The final stage of the planning process, which is implementation of the plan, begins once the 

goals and objectives have been defined.  The first step in plan implementation is the adoption of 

this plan in accordance with the procedures set forth in the Municipal Planning Act, Act 285 of 

1931, as amended. 

 

The implementation process continues through adherence to the goals and objectives set forth in 

the plan.  After the plan is adopted, however, it is useful to keep in mind that the goals and 

objectives are not “cast in concrete,” and should be adapted as changing conditions warrant.  In 

addition, recent amendments to the state enabling acts for planning in Michigan require review 

of the plan every five years.  While this review may not result in significant revisions, it may 

trigger a complete review, particularly if new information is available, such as a new decennial 

census.  Significant changes in the area economy or population may also trigger a plan revision.  

The plan must remain flexible enough to respond to changing needs and conditions, while still 

providing a strong guiding mechanism for future development.  City staff, elected officials, 

planning commission members and others should use this plan routinely as a guide in future 

decision making.   

 

In order to aid in understanding the goals and objectives that follow, it is helpful to review the 

definitions of this items, as follows: 

 

Goal:  A broad statement of a desired future condition, the generalized end toward which 

all efforts are directed.  Goals are often stated in terms of fulfilling broad public 

needs, or alleviating major problems.  Goals are generally difficult to measure and 

are idealistic. 

 

Objective: A specific, measurable end derived from a related goal, often to be accomplished 

within a specific time.  When an objective is accomplished, it should represent 

significant and measurable progress toward a goal. 

 

9.2 Goals and Objectives 

 

The following goals and objectives have been articulated by the Crystal Falls Planning 

Commission: 
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Goal:  Increase jobs and investment within the City of Crystal Falls. 

 

Objectives: Develop and implement a business retention program that will actively work to 

keep existing firms in the City.  This program could be accomplished 

cooperatively with the Iron County Economic Development Corporation, and 

should also include interaction with Michigan Economic Development 

Corporation staff.  Meetings with local firms to explore their needs and concerns 

should be a centerpiece of this program. 

 

Implement recommendations of the Downtown Marketing Study in order to 

reutilize and fill vacant spaces in the downtown area and make the downtown 

more attractive and vibrant.   

 

Capitalize on recent and upcoming improvements to the community, such as the 

Riverwalk and downtown Streetscape, in marketing efforts for Crystal Falls. 

 

Market the industrial park and attract new and expanding firms to the facility.   

 

 

Goal:    Operate all municipal facilities and services in compliance with applicable state 

and federal standards, and in the most efficient manner possible. 

 

Objectives: Periodically review all municipal systems (water, wastewater, electric, cable, etc.) 

with regard to both the physical condition of the infrastructure and organizational 

issues.  This review could be done internally or with the use of a consultant, 

depending on the complexity of the system and other factors. 

 

Participate in organizations which provide information and ideas that can help the 

City operate more efficiently.  Network with officials in other communities to 

share ideas. 

 

Goal:  Encourage the development of new single-family homes in the City, and  

  maintain/improve current residential areas. 

 

Objectives: Identify City-owned properties suitable for residential development and plat 

subdivisions that offer attractive homesites for new residents. 

 

Review the Zoning Ordinance and amend if necessary to encourage maintenance 

of existing residential neighborhoods and development of new ones in suitable 

areas. 

 

Review the blight ordinance, amend if necessary, and enforce ordinance as 

needed to encourage repair or removal of deteriorated structures. 
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Extend municipal infrastructure to areas unserved by infrastructure but suitable 

for development.  Costs for such infrastructure would preferably be covered by 

the developer. 

 

Utilize the Zoning Ordinance and other local regulations to encourage consistency 

and connectivity between old and new neighborhoods, e.g. by discouraging 

lengthy cul-de-sac streets and encouraging extending the grid street system into 

new development. 

 

Goal:  Maintain and improve the parks and recreational facilities in the City of Crystal 

Falls for the benefit of residents and visitors. 

 

Objectives: Periodically update the Five-Year Recreation Plan in accordance with MDNR 

guidelines to maintain eligibility for MDNR grant funds. 

 

Complete the projects identified in the Recreation Plan capital improvement 

schedule. 

 

Connect parks and other attraction by extending the Riverwalk and constructing 

additional pathways to the Crystella Ski Hill, Runkle Lake Park, etc. 

 

Goal:  Maintain and improve the transportation network in the City to enhance traffic 

flow and provide for public safety. 

 

Objectives: Investigate the formation of a County transit authority; work cooperatively with 

Iron County, other local units of government, MDOT, WUPPDR and others to 

investigate ways to provide more public transportation to local residents. 

 

Capitalize on Crystal Falls’ location at the confluence of three state trunklines as 

an attraction for business and industry as well as tourists. 

 

Continue to work with MDOT to support construction of improvements to the 

state trunkline system as well as improvements to City streets and funding of 

potential transportation enhancement projects. 

 

Provide opportunities for non-motorized transportation by extending pathways 

that link various attractions within the city, such as the ski hill, Runkle Lake Park, 

etc. 

 

Incorporate access management guidelines into zoning and other local regulations 

as appropriate to provide a mechanism for addressing future traffic concerns. 

 

Goal:  To preserve historical integrity and features within the City. 

Objectives: Encourage historic preservation whenever reasonable and feasible on both public 

and private properties. 
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Recognition that significant historic resources of the community are key to the 

area’s economic revitalization and must be preserved.  

 

Preserve the positive historic image of this community with respect to visual 

impacts of highway commercial development and impacts on community 

character.  Historic resources and residential areas must be protected from further 

encroachment of inappropriate commercial development. 

 

Vacant land and existing, non-residential historic buildings along main 

thoroughfares should be used for development that will not negatively impact 

historic resources and residential character. 

 

 

 


