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ABSTRACT

THE FAILURE TO MEET THE NEEDS OF A NEIGHBORHOOD
GROUP: A CASE STUDY OF THE TOWAR
GARDENS COMMUNITY

By
John A. Berndt

A governmental unit cannot ignore the needs of any
segment of its population without damaging the political
unit as a whole, as well as the morale and pride of the
particular neighborhood group or sub-community. Most
studies dealing with this problem have focused on urban
core neighborhoods in relation to urban renewal, model
cities, or freeway projects. These frequently studied
neighborhoods are most often composed of poor people,
frequently black, who have few other choices open to them
for a place to live. In contrast, suburban areas, even
"upper class" areas, often have neighborhoods with prob-
lems related to discrimination and inadequate government
services.

The method used to analyze this problem is a case
study of the Towar Gardens area in Meridian Charter Town-

ship, Ingham County, Michigan. As a scholarly device and
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analytic tool, the case study has been used for many
years, particularly in the field of political science.
The case study approach is not without inherent prob-
lems, one being that making generalizations from them
is somewhat hazardous; however, this approach does lend
a note of realism to an otherwise totally dogmatic or
theoretical approach.

The Towar Gardens area, composed of five subdi-
visions of which only one is actually "Towar Gardens,"
has been neglected by public officials since it was
platted in the mid-1920's. This neglect has been pri-
marily the non-enforcement of codes and ordinances deal-
ing with nuisance factors, such as junk automobiles, of
which there are a great number in the Towar Gardens area.
This neglect has been compounded by the lack of communi-
cation between township officials and the people of
Towar Gardens. There have been no attempts to discuss
the short and long range solutions to their problems
with the residents of Towar Gardens. Instead, the town-
ship has reacted only when a crisis situation has prompted
it to do so.

One result of government neglect has been to perpet-
uate the bad image that Towar Gardens has had in the
Meridian/East Lansing community for many years. The
ostracism directed toward Towar Gardens residents has

been particularly damaging to the young people (who
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attend East Lansing schools) who have a higher drop-out
rate from high school than other East Lansing students,
and who are shunned by other students.

Recently, a group of Towar Gardens residents banded
together to demand the public services which they felt
they should be getting. They formed the Towar Action
Committee which has been partially successful in getting
the neighborhood cleaned up, and in securing badly needed
recreational facilities from East Lansing school officials.
Much remains to be done, however, particularly in up-
grading the image of the area.

Although solutions to problems such as those found
in Towar Gardens require the dedication of many individuals
and groups, the professional planner can play an important
role in helping to upgrade the social as well as the
physical environment. To effectively play this role, the
planner must: (1) make a commitment to help solve prob-
lem situations normally thought to be outside of the
realm of the "physical planner," (2) be perceptive in
recognizing the social problems of neighborhood groups
within the community, (3) initiate and maintain open
channels of communication between the government agency
and citizen groups, as well as intergovernmentally, (4)
act as a staff advisor on special problems to political
leaders, (5) coordinate efforts of other groups capable

|
of solving some facet of the problem situation, (6) get
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whatever aid is necessary to solve the problem, (7)
encourage citizen participation, and (8) act as an
advocate for the people and their right to a decent

physical and social environment.
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INTRODUCTION

A neighborhood in Meridian Township commonly re-
ferred to as Towar Gardens has unique problems unlike
those found in most areas of Meridian Township (See
Figure 1). These problems include substandard housing,
unkempt yards, lack of recreational facilities, and most
seriously, an East Lansing/Meridian viewpoint that Towar
Gardens and the people who live there are in some way
inferior. The township government, including the plan-
ning commission, has not recognized that these unique
problems require special attention and special action
oriented programs. With these special attempts on the
part of the government officials, the Towar Gardens
community will be an asset to themselves and the rest
of Meridian Township, but without some kind of remedial
action, the animosity and suspicion which has created a
wall between the Towar Gardens community and the rest
of Meridian Township and East Lansing will be self
perpetuating to the detriment of everyone concerned.

The purpose of this study is to show that a govern-
mental unit such as Meridian Township cannot ignore the
needs of any segment of its population without damaging

the image of the township as a whole and, in particular,
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without damaging the morale and pride of a neighborhood
group and the confidence they have in their government
to be concerned enough about their problems to help
solve them. The purpose, furthermore, is to show that
alternatives were open to the township board and planning
commission which would have helped the Towar Gardens
community upgrade its physical appearance and community
image without significantly larger outlays of funds.
Finally, the purpose of this thesis is to show that
remedial actions can still be taken by the township
board and planning commission to achieve the following
objectives: 1) upgrade the physical appearance of
Towar Gardens, 2) provide recreational facilities for
the young people, 3) improve relations between the
Towar Gardens community and township government, and

4) upgrade the image of Towar Gardens in the East
Lansing/Meridian community.

The problem to be discussed in this thesis, i.e.,
the reluctance of a governmental unit to meet the special
needs of a neighborhood group, is a popular one in recent
planning literature. However, most studies have dealt
with urban core neighborhoods in relation to urban re-
newal, model cities, or freeway projects. These fre-
quently studied neighborhoods are most often composed
of poor people, frequently black, who have few other

choices open to them for a place to live. Also, most

/



of these neighborhoods would require large sums of money
from outside sources to alleviate their problem situa-
tions.

In contrast, the Towar Gardens community is uni-
que because it does not conform to this typical well-
studied problem. The vast majority of people in Towar
Gardens live there because they like it there and they
want to live there. Many could afford to live in "better"
neighborhoods. Their problems are primarily related to
the longtime reluctance of Meridian Township government
to enforce codes and ordinances in that area and, more
importantly, the image and reputation the area has held
in the minds of other Meridian Township and East Lansing
residents. To correct these problems, particularly the
latter, would take the concerted effort of many individ-
uals and groups, but it would cost little in terms of
public funds.

The thesis format follows four subject areas
divided into chapters. Chapter I discusses the failure
of the township government to deal with the problems
of the Towar Gardens area on either a short-range basis
or on a long-range planning basis.

Chapter II places the failures discussed in Chapter
I in a historical perspective and explains why these
failures took place. A history of the Towar Gardens

area will include how and why it grew as it did within



the context of the Meridian/East Lansing community,
along with an analysis of its present characteristics
and problems concerning population, land uses and land
ownership, housing and environment, and social inter-
action.

Chapter III discusses what the Meridian Township
government, particularly the planning commission and
staff, can do now to alleviate the problems identified
in the Towar Gardens community. This includes the
potential role of the citizen's committee recommended
in the "701" study concerned with information and com-
munication in the Township. Included also are recom-
mendations for a closer liaison between the township
government and East Lansing school officials in the area
of indoor and outdoor recreation, a closer working re-
lationship with the Towar Action Committee, and greater
coordination between the various volunteer groups doing
work in the Towar Gardens area. Also discussed are the
roles these individual agencies, governmental and volun-
teer, could play should the township choose not to coordin-
ate them.

Chapter IV summarizes the findings in the first
four chapters and explains how the knowledge gained from
this study could be helpful to a planning commission or
professional planner confronted with a similar situation.

Certainly, if the knowledge gained from a particular case



study such as this one is limited to this area exclu-
sively, then there is little value in pursuing such a
study; however, if valid generalized conclusions can be
presented, as I believe they can, then the value of this
study should be self evident.

An area with as many interesting characteristics
as the Towar Gardens community cannot be neglected in
respect to being studied, even though it can be neglected
in respect to solving its problems. The Towar Gardens
area has been the object of many academic studies, prin-
cipally by students in various disciplines at Michigan
State University. Unfortunately, all of the studies un-
covered have been at the subthesis level which makes
them very difficult to obtain. Only two academic studies
have been made available for use in this project; one is
a project undertaken by a study group in an Urban Soci-
ology class, and the second is a paper prepared by Mr.
James Jennings, principal of Whitehills Elementary school.

Several studies of a non-academic nature have been
undertaken in the Towar Gardens area which can be broken
down into two categories: governmental agency studies,
and non-governmental studies. Most of the latter studies
have been undertaken by local newspaper reporters, es-

pecially those on the staff of the Meridian Towne Courier,

which last year ran a three part series on the character-

istics and problems of the Towar Gardens community.



The governmental studies include those undertaken
by Meridian Township, Ingham County and, indirectly, the
federal government through OEO. Meridian Township studies
have been undertaken by the planning department under a
federal "701" comprehensive planning grant. These
studies are essentially those of the technical back-
ground studies based on 1960 Census data updated when
possible by the 1965 Tri-County Regional Planning Com-

mission's Home Interview Survey. More recent informa-

tion is available from the Meridian Township planning
commission's housing study.

The Ingham County Health Department has prepared
a study of the Towar Gardens area as a part of Project
ECHO (Evidence of Community Health Organization), which
contains information on housing quality as well as nuis-
ance factors such as rubble in yards and the presence
of junked automobiles.

An informal study of community attitudes in the
Towar Gardens area was undertaken by the North Side Com-
munity Action Center located in the City of Lansing.

It can be seen from the kinds of studies under-
taken by academicians, government agencies, and non-
governmental agencies that the problems of the Towar
Gardens area have been studied; however, these studies
taken singly or in aggregate are clearly inadequate to

devise the kinds of programs necessary to solve the



problems of the community. The investigation under-
taken in this paper is necessary because no person or
organization has tied together the background material
in a comprehensive manner with recommendations for
action programs. Without showing the interrelation-
ships of the characteristics and problems of an area
and its residents, together with a history of the evo-
lution of these characteristics and problems, there can
be no realistic appraisal of the community's future
development and the ability to help solve its problems.
The data for this thesis was obtained from a
variety of sources. Besides those sources already
mentioned as studies related to the Towar Gardens com-
munity, original research was gathered from both written
documents and from personal interviews. Written docu-
ments used were chiefly those of Meridian Township
operating departments including assessing, planning,
and the clerk's office. Personal interviews were from
both primary and secondary sources; primary sources
included residents of the Towar Gardens area, East Lan-
sing school officials, Meridian Township officials,
and the director for the North Side Community Action
Center, while the major secondary source was a member
of the planning department staff, a social worker who
prepared an information and communication plan as part of

the "701" comprehensive planning program.



The methodology used in this thesis was the case
study. As a scholarly device, the case study has been
used for many years, particularly in the field of
political science.1 Some persons consider any recon-
struction of a past event to be a case study, however,
according to an organization deeply involved in the case
study approach, the Board for the Inter-university Case
Program, the term is used in the following way:

.+« a case study consists of research focused upon
a particular administrative decision or series of
closely related decisions; its unique character
lies in the fact that it attempts to illuminate

the circumstances relevant to the decision and to
explore the causes that had direct influence in
determining the outcome.

An assumption can be made that the case study method is

a valuable learning tool for urban planners since Alan

Altshuler's book, The City Planning Process: A Political

Analysis, comprised of four case studies, is required
reading for the American Institute of Planners full
membership oral examination.3

The case study approach, however, is not without
inherent problems, one of the foremost being that since

case studies deal with individual decisions, they

1Roscoe C. Martin, et. al., Decisions in Syracuse
(New York: Greenwood Press, 1968), p. 17.

2

Ibid.' p. 17.

3AIP Newsletter, Vol. 4, No. 10, October 1969,

p. 1l1l.
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.+. lend themselves well to descriptive particular-
ization but ill to conceptual generalization; they
illuminate the issues and actors at a given point of
decisiop, but provide_a.very @nsecure ?asii for general
conclusions about administrative behavior.

It has been suggested by some experts that a series
of case studies dealing with a single problem area be under
taken as a means of promoting generalizations.5 It was
hoped that this could in some way be accomplished in this
thesis study and, to a limited extent, it has been possible.
The "series of case studies" is, in effect, the series of
administrative decisions or non-decisions and the resulting
crisis or confrontation between various governmental agen-
cies and the Towar Gardens community. One factor limiting
the effectiveness of this series of case studies is a very
important one, i.e., the personal bias of the person writ-
ing the account.

Because the writer of this thesis is actively en-
gaged with programs and plans for the Towar Gardens com-
munity as a staff planner with the Meridian Township plan-
ning commission, it is impossible to write a completley
unbiased case study. It can be said that objectivity was
strived for to the greatest degree possible, and that it
is hoped any undesirable effects by possible biases will
be more than off-set by the additional insight gained by

being an active participant in the planning and, to a

limited extent, the decision-making process.

4Martin, op. cit., p. 18.
51bid., p. 18.



CHAPTER I
COMMUNITY NEEDS NEGLECTED

The failure of Meridian Township government to
adequately provide the services needed by the Towar
Gardens community dates back to the beginning of the
community itself. This failure has taken a variety of
forms, but those focused upon in this chapter deal mainly
with the lack of adequate code enforcement programs, the
léck of providing recreational facilities, and the lack of
communication, except during certain crisis situations,
to deal with their most significant problem, that being
their image. The first documentation of these failures

dates back to the depression years of the 1930's.

The Depression Years

The economic depression beginning in 1929 was a
period of anxiety and frustration for the people of
Towar Gardens and Meridian Township, as it was for the
country as a whole. Plans to build good houses dis-
integrated as unemployment spread to almost every
family's breadwinner. 1In 1935 the WPA (Works Progress

Administration) was instituted on a nation-wide scale

11
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to help provide meaningful jobs to millions of men un-
employed. The projects undertaken included local
improvement programs on roads, public buildings, sewer
and water systems, and recreational projects.l

The WPA projects in Meridian Township centered
around improving the surface water drainage system which
had always been a problem due to the large extent of
very poorly drained soils in the township. Interestingly,
of the seven drains in Meridian Township built or reno-
vated during the WPA era (1935-1940), none were in the
Towar Gardens area.2 It is alleged by-one member of
the Towar Gardens community, and acknowledged by at
least one township official, that drains were improved
on the private land of Supervisor John Green when other
areas of the township were in much greater need of
these improvements. According to one Towar Gardens
resident, one such area of need was the Towar area,
however, requests for these improvements went unheeded

by township officials.3

lCharles A. Beard and George H. E. Smith, The
01d Deal and the New (New York: The Macmillan Co.,
1940), p. 221.

2Meridian Charter Township Planning Department,
Meridian Charter Township Natural Conditions Study
(Technical Memorandum No. 4, Preliminary Report, Has-
lett, Michigan: December 1968), pp. 34-38.

3Statement by Rev. John King, personal interview,
January 26, 1970.
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The First Zoning Ordinance

Not much controversy occurred between Towar Gar-
dens and the township government during the war years;
apparently everyone was fighting for the same cause dur-
ing this period of history. However, shortly after the
war ended, a committee was appointed by the Township
board under Supervisor Henry Platz to write the first
zoning ordinance for the township. The new ordinance
was welcomed by residents of the Towar Gardens community
who saw in it a legal way to improve the appearance, and
subsequently, the status of their neighborhood. The
people in Towar Gardens campaigned for the ordinance
and voted heavily in favor of it in a township-wide
referendum.4

C. O. Wilkins became township supervisor in 1947,
the year before the zoning ordinance was approved by the
electorate. According to Earl C. Maynard, the first
building inspector and zoning administrator in Meridian
Township (1947-1950), the zoning ordinance was enforced
very unfairly during the administration of Mr. Wilkins.
Mr. Maynard wanted to enforce the ordinance fairly through-
out the township, but the supervisor granted special
favors to some residents. For example, Mr. Maynard re-
fused to issue a building permit for a residential lot

on Haslett Road because it was not large enough under

4Statement by Rev. John King, personal interview,
January 24, 1970.
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the zoning ordinance for a house. The petitioner then
went to Mr. Wilkins who promptly issued him an illegal
building permit.5

There was considerable disagreement between the
zoning board and the township board concerning enforce-
ment of the zoning ordinance. A procedure for enforce-
ment was suggested by Mr. John King (now Rev. King) a
member of the zoning board and a resident of the Towar
Gardens area, whereby the zoning administrator would fur-
nish the zoning board with a list of all violators of
the ordinance each month.6 Violation notices were then
sent to these persons by the township board after a
recommendation by the zoning board.

Apparently this procedure was not very effective
because approximately eight months later, in June 1950,
Mr. King suggested that the township board and zoning
board draw up a new procedure of enforcement.7 The day
after this recommendation was made, Mr. King presented a
letter to the township board setting forth three actions
during the previous three years which he considered

illegal.8 Three weeks later, the township attorney was

5Statement by Earl C. Maynard, personal interview,
January 27, 1970.

6Meridian Township Zoning Board, Minutes (Haslett,
Michigan: November 7, 1949).

71bid., June 5, 1950.

8Meridian Township Board, Minutes (Haslett, Michi-
gan: June 6, 1950).
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told to advise Mr. King that the Attorney General and
prosecuting attorney refused to grant an opinion on the
three actions Mr. King considered to be illegal.9 It is
unknown what these three "illegal" acts were; however,
it does point out the antagonism between the township
board and a member of the zoning board from Towar Gardens.
A new zoning administrator, Earl Wilson, was

hired in 1950 after Mr. Maynard resigned the position.
Relations between the township board and zoning board
did not improve as a result of new personnel, however.
Two months after he was appointed, Mr. Wilson submitted
his resignation as zoning administrator, but the zoning

10 The reason

board convinced him to stay on the job.
for Mr. Wilson's resignation, according to Mr. King, was
that the township board would not allow him to enforce
the zoning ordinance.ll
The policy of not enforcing the zoning ordinance
has continued to be a point of contention between the
Towar Gardens community and the township board until the
present time. The township board minutes of the past

thirty years have numerous references to "make an in-

vestigation" of zoning violations, or "write the necessary

%1Ibid., June 26, 1950.

10Meridian Township Zoning Board, op. cit., August
25, 1950.
11

Statement by Rev. John King, personal interview,
January 26, 1970.
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letters" to zoning violators, and even "to initiate

legal action" against a zoning violator in Towar Gardens;
however, legal action has never in fact been carried to
the courtroom in connection with a violation of the 2zon-
ing ordinance or the nuisance ordinance in Meridian Town-

12 It should be emphasized that there appeared to

ship.
be no discrimination against the Towar Gardens community
in enforcement of the zoning ordinance; it was unenforced
equally throughout the township. The important point to
note here is that the Towar Gardens community needed

the enforcement of township ordinances more than other
areas of the Township because of its unique physical,

social, and economic characteristics which will be ex-

plored in a subsequent chapter of this report.

The Towar Gardens Extension Club

The concern of Towar Gardens residents for the
appearance and environmental quality of their neighbor-
hood is not a recent phenomenon. In September, 1954, an
Extension Club from Towar Gardens appeared before the
zoning board and complained about the objectionable fea-
tures of a junk yard located in their community. This
particular junk yard, owned by Arthur Carn, had been a

matter of concern for several years; however, nothing

12This was true at the time when the first draft
of this thesis was written; however, in February 1970,
warrants were issued for the first time to violators of
the nuisance ordinance.
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had been done about it except to "recommend to the Town-
ship Board that the Township Attorney Fred Newman check

nl3 Other

the law and recommend a course of action....
conditions in the Towar Gardens area were discussed by

the Extension Club and the zoning board at this meeting,
and the committee was advised to attend the October (1954)
meeting of the township board.l4 Whether or not this
meeting took place with the township board is unknown; how-

ever, nothing was mentioned concerning such a meeting

in the next several months' township board minutes.

The Lets-Do-It Club

In October 1955, a group of residents from Towar
Gardens attended a zoning board meeting and asked ques-
tions pertaining to the improvement of their neighborhood.
They were advised to form a Home Owners Association and
then, by letter and in person, to carry their requests
to the township board.15 One of the major concerns of
this group was the same as the Extension Club's complaint
the previous year: the unlicensed junk yard within their
neighborhood.

The matter was probably brought before the town-

ship board at their November 1955 meeting, but no mention

13Meridian Township Planning Commission, Minutes
(Haslett, Michigan: September 21, 1954).

141p44.

151pid., October 18, 1955.
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is made of it in the minutes of that board meeting. The
next month, however, the following entry was placed in
the Township Board minutes.

It was moved by Trustee O'Brien that the Super-
visor and the Township Attorney investigate the
charges made by the Let's Do It Club of Towar Gar-
dens re: The Arthur Carn unlicensed used car lot
or junk yard,.and.rgport bgck gt tpe Jangarxemeeting
as to the advisability of instigating suit.

There was no mention of such a report in the January town-
ship board minutes. It appears, though, that the problem
was not resolved since it was again referred to during
the zoning board meeting in May 1956.17
A period of more than ten years elapsed before
Towar Gardens organized another committee to cope with
what they considered to be inadequate governmental ser-
vices for their neighborhood. During this period, two
events occurred which changed Meridian Township's govern-
mental functions significantly: the formation of a plan-
ning commission in 1958, and the change from a general
law township to a charter township in 1959.
The formation of a planning commission and the
change to a charter township form of government provided
extra resources to the entire community in respect to ser-

vices the government was able to provide. These extra

services were possible through additional governmental

16Meridian Township Board, op. cit., December 6,

1955.

17Meridian Township Planning Commission, op. cit.,
May 15, 1956.
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powers and responsibilities, through additional tax re-
venues, and through an increasing sophistication of per-
sons connected with the township government. This in-
creased capability of the government to provide services
did not help the people of Towar Gardens with their most
critical needs, i.e., improvement of the environment
through enforcement of codes and ordinances, the provision
of adequate recreational facilities, and, most important,
an upgrading of their image in the eyes of the entire
Meridian/East Lansing community. Again, it should be
mentioned that this was not due to any overt discrimina-
tory actions on the part of Meridian Township officials;
it was simply a lack of responding to the special needs
of a particular neighborhood. This was a period of
tremendous growth for the township, along with the myriad
problems associated with a rapidly urbanizing community,
e.g., providing water and sewer facilities, disposal of
solid waste, and coping with ever-increasing volumes of
surface-water run-off. Still, much could have been done
within the financial capabilities of the township govern-
ment to help the Towar Gardens community. This help
could have come from the planning commission as well as

the township board.

First Planning Commission

The first planning commission in Meridian Township

was formed in 1958 on a recommendation from the zoning
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board to the township board. The members of the new plan-
ning commission were well versed in the principles and
practices of urban planning. They formed a number of
committees to deal with zoning, master planning, and
streets and highways.18 In 1959 they adopted a Master

Plan for Major Streets and Highways, and by 1960 they

completely rewrote the zoning ordinance to include more
sophisticated concepts such as planned unit developments

and the special use permit. A Development Plan was com-

pleted in 1964 which delineated neighborhood units and
projected their needs for various community facilities.
This work was completed with the help of a part-time

staff comprised of urban planning students from Michigan
State University; much of the work was done by the com-
mission members themselves, one of whom was on the faculty
in the School of Urban Planning and Landscape Architecture
at Michigan State University. In 1966, the planning com-
mission in conjunction with a newly formed parks and re-

creation committee prepared a Master Plan for Parks and

Recreation. This plan, along with the Development Plan,

took no special notice of the Towar Gardens community with
its special problems and needs. Planning principles and

standards were applied equally to Okemos, Haslett, and

18Ibid., February 7, 1958.
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Towar Gardens, although it is apparent from recent studies
that their needs are very different.19
The residents of Towar Gardens did not approach
the planning commission with their problems as they had
done with the zoning board. The residents of the community
apparently did not know that the planning commission could
have helped them formulate goals and action programs to
help meet their special needs, and there was no overt
attempt from the planning commission to explain to the
Towar Gardens community how they could be helped through
planning programs. From a history of being referred from
the zoning board to the township board, it is understand-
able why the people of Towar Gardens never approached the
planning commission; the zoning board only made recom-
mendations and had no power to directly improve the physi-
cal or social conditions in the Towar Gardens community.
In order for local neighborhood associations,
such as those formed in the Towar Gardens community, to
cope with planning and contribute to community develop-
ment decision-making, at least three broad factors must
be taken into consideration: These are, (1) the motiva-
tion for participation, (2) the organizational structure

through which participation occurs, and (3) the

19Meridian Township Planning Department, Prelimin-
ary data: Information and Communications Plan (unpub-
lished report, Haslett, Michigan).
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communication process.20 The first two of these factors
were certainly present in the Towar Gardens community.
The community's leadership and organizational structure
were manifested in the two neighborhood improvement
groups in 1954 and 1955; it is apparent, too, that mo-
tivation was present or else these groups would never
have been formed. The missing link, then, was communi-
cation. Township officials, including the planning com-
mission, never really understood the special needs of
the Towar Gardens area and, although the residents of
Towar Gardens often voiced their disapproval of township
government, no attempt was made on the part of township
officials to bridge the communication gap and explain
what their difficulties were in providing some of the

services requested by Towar Gardens.

A Charter Township

If the formation of a planning commission did
not help the people of Towar Gardens, what about the
change from a general law township to a charter town-
ship? The "charter" of a charter township delineates
by state statute exactly what powers the township
government possesses, the major difference from a gen-
eral law township being a higher millage limitation

and the ability to bond for public improvements.

20John C. Freeman, "The Potential of Local Citizen
Organizations for Contributing to the Planning Decision
Making Process" (unpublished Master's thesis, Michigan
State University, East Lansing, Michigan, 1966), pp. 5-6.
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Meridian Township took advantage of these addi-
tional financial resources to provide many of the public
services needed by the community. In 1961 an ambitious
program was begun to provide sewer for the urbanized
portions of the township. A first priority, and right-
fully so, was to provide sanitary sewers around Lake
Lansing which was rapidly becoming an open sewer in it-
self. 1In 1963 Towar Gardens was provided with sewer
facilities. A major enlargement of the township water
system was undertaken in 1965, and although Towar Gar-
dens is not yet served with public water, the area will
be getting this service when a special assessment dis-
trict is established for a current bond issue. Gradual
increases in the millage rate were used to augment the
police and fire departments and to provide some new
services such as a full-time planner in 1965 and a
township engineer in 1969.

Although a full-time assistant building inspector
was hired in 1967 to help with the increasing work
loads of the building department, not many changes
took place in respect to enforcing the zoning ordinance.
Zoning violations continued throughout the township, not
only in the Towar Gardens area. In addition to a zon-
ing ordinance, the township board passed a nuisance
ordinance in 1958 which stipulated that

No person, who is legally responsible for any lot
or premises within the Township, shall place,
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deposit, accumulate, throw, scatter, or leave
refuse, waste, trash, garbage, or other such
materials on or about his premises in a manner
which breeds vermin, rodents, disease or conta-
gion, or which constitutes a menace to the public
health.21

If the violation is not correct within a reasonable
length of time, the township may do the work by contract

or hire and assess the cost of such abatement against

the lot.22

The zoning ordinance and nuisance ordinance were
not enforced any better under a charter township form of
government than a general law township. An editorial
in the weekly newspaper echoed the sentiments felt by
many persons in the community and, although it dealt
with a lax township government attitude concerning
sewer hookups, it also applied to enforcement of other
ordinances. The editorial said,

Citizens often need prodding. We are prodded to
obey the speed limits by enforcement officers.
We get a postal greeting when we forget our taxes.

For 3 years 11 residents near Lake Lansing
have avoided hooking their properties to the
Meridian Township sewage disposal system. It's
a natural inclination to avoid taking a loan to
finance a hook up....

Meridian Township officials claim they are un-
derstaffed. Whether the township is understaffed
or unorganized, 3 years is a long enough period
before things get rolling....23

' 21Meridian Charter Township, Nuisance Ordinance:
Ordinance No. 18 (Haslett, Michigan: Adopted April 15,
1958), Section 3B.

22

Ibid., Section 4A.

‘ 23Editorial in the Meridian Towne Courier, "Meri-
dian law not enforced," January 28, 1969.
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This editorial was written in the same issue of the

Meridian Towne Courier as the first of a three part

series dealing with the Towar Gardens area and its
problems. An editor's note at the beginning of the
article declared that nothing had been written on the
Towar Gardens area for several years. It was shortly
after this series of articles appeared that the resi-
dents of Towar Gardens became keenly aware of the fact
that they would have to organize to get the recognition

they needed in their community.

The Towar Action Committee

The formation of the Towar Action Committee (TAC)
was an outgrowth of years of frustration on the part of
Towar Gardens residents who had become accustomed to
having their needs overlooked or ignored by public of-
ficials. The community organization which led to the
formation of TAC began in Fall, 1968 after Mr. James Jen-
nings was named principal of Whitehills elementary school.

When Mr. Jennings applied for the position of
principal at Whitehills school, he was warned that it was
a real "problem school" because of the social, economic,
and education diversities of the two distinct communities

24

which the school served. Despite these warnings, Mr.

24James M. Jennings, "The Case of an Elementary
Principal's Involvement with a School Community" (paper
written for Sociology 868, Social Organization and Ad-
ministration, Michigan State University, Fall 1969),
p. 24.
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Jennings accepted the position in hope of eliminating
the idea that Whitehills was a problem school.

His first course of action, according to Mr.
Jennings, was to determine the problems of the children
and adults in the Towar Gardens community. He visited
a number of homes in the area, talked to parents indi-
vidually and, with the school staff, compiled a parent
opinionnaire to determine attitudes concerning the school.
Support was obtained from a new school superintendent who
referred Mr. Jennings to Mr. Miguel Irabarren, the
high school Spanish teacher in East Lansing.25

Shortly thereafter, Mr. Irabarren and Mr. Jen-
nings met to discuss the Mexican-American families in
the Towar Gardens area and how best to work with these
people. During the courée of their conversation, they
decided to work together to build a playground which
was urgently needed in Towar Gardens. This project was
to involve both the community and the Spanish Club.
Donations of approximately $1200, fencing, and basket-
ball backstops were secured, as well as three lots on

26 Subsequently ,

the north side of Lake Lansing Road.
some problems arose and the playground has not yet been
developed.

About the same time, an article appeared in the

Lansing State Journal which brought forth many of the

25 26

Ibido’ ppo 27"29. Ibidn’ p. 290
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old antagonisms the community held towards government
officials. "Towar Gardens Called Blighted Subdivision"
was the title of the article which grew out of an inter-
view with Rev. John King.

Rev. King charged that absentee landlords had
more influence with Meridian Township officials than the
residents did. According to Rev. King, the township
built a drainage ditch through Towar Gardens about 25
years ago and the residents were to pay about $240 each
for the construction. However, the drain was illegally
constructed so no one could be assessed for it. "The
township has held that against us ever since. They
figure we got something for nothing."27

Through the series of personal contacts, surveys,
and opinionnaires, Mr. Jennings found there was a defin-
ite need "...to provide a forum to receive suggestions

from parents."28

This could be done, he felt, by using
parent involvement meetings as a means of channeling
parent concerns to the childrens' and community's ad-
vantage. A series of meetings were then held where
"The Whitehills-Towar barrier, snobbery, and the "wall"

23 Mr. Jennings had

were brought out into the open."
this to say about feelings expressed to him concerning

government services:

7
News item in The State Journal, "Towar Gar-
dens Called Blighted Subdivision," October 30, 1968.

28 29

Jennings, op. cit., p. 30. Ibid., p. 31.
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When I probed the people's perspectives about
the worth of governmental services and public
servants, there came to the surface a pervasive
or deep-seated antagonism against the organs of
government....The community felt subjected to the
mass of ineffective, contesting and duplicating
welfare-oriented agencies. A real division had
grown up in the minds of Towar citizens between-
"we" (the people) and "they" (the elected and
employed officials). The people complained to me
of such bureaucratic impediments to their attempts
at improving things as red tape, passing the buck3
inflexibility, and lax enforcement of ordinances.

At one of the "neighborhood coffees" that Mr.
Jennings attended in the Fall of 1968, he became actively
involved in a community improvement project. Three
mothers from Towar Gardens complained of a hedgerow of
shrubs which limited pedestrian and automobile driver
vision and was a serious safety hazard. A boy had been
struck by a car at this intersection a few months before
this meeting. Informed by the neighborhood mothers that
they had been given the "runaround" by government offi-
cials, Mr. Jennings contacted some officials who had the
shrubs cut down the next morning.31

This success in cutting red tape, plus a series

of three articles in the Towne Courier dealing with the

problems of the Towar Gardens community, lit a new fire
of initiative in several neighborhood residents. Dis-

cussions were held concerning general community problems
of dilapidated housing, junk cars, trash, weed infested

lots, and standing water. A group of citizens spearheaded

30 31
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by Rev. King and Mrs. Lloyd Ripley distributed handbills
announcing a general community meeting in the basement
of the Towar-Hart Baptist church--the meeting at which
the Towar Action Committee was born.

About 75 Towar Gardens residents crowded into
the basement of the Towar-Hart Baptist church on the
evening of March 11, 1969 to discuss their dissatisfac-
tion with Meridian Township government. According to
a newspaper account of the meeting, the group,

Displaying impatience at what some described as
the township board's "whitewash" of the situation,...
appointed a committee to determine township respon-
sib%litgzand then lead the effort to force board
action.
The committee appointed was composed of nine neighbor-
hood residents and Mr. James Jennings.

This particular meeting opened with slides shown

by Rev. King depicting "...vacant lots, junk-strewn yards

33

and dilapidated houses." Absentee landlords were blamed

for many of the area's problems. The meeting became quite
heated as the township officials present

...were subjected to vented hostilities and shouts
from residents over their displeasure about the
township's failure to enforce ordinances. They

told of complaints registered at the township office
over the years about which nothing had been done. 3

32News item in the Meridian Towne Courier, "Towar
residents air gripes," March 18, 1962.

33

Ibid.

34Jennings, op. cit., pp. 43-44.
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Noel Miller, township treasurer and spokesman for the
board in the absence of the supervisor, said that the
township would continue to do all it could in spite of
legal prbblems involved.35

The township building inspector explained the
procedure he used in trying to work with land owners in
cleaning up their properties. This was followed by ac-
cusations from the Towar residents that the township
board never followed through with legal actions. The
feelings of most people at the meeting were summed up
by Rev. King who said, "Township government has every
legal procedure in its hands to get this area cleaned
up but the board just won't do it."36

One week later, at the March 18, 1969 township
board meeting, Towar Gardens residents reiterated com-
plaints of 174 junk cars in their neighborhood, aban-
doned and deteriorating houses, houses which had fallen
to the ground, lots covered with junk and weeds, dogs
running loose, and residents who had not hooked into
the sanitary sewer. The township building inspector
said he had sent out seven violation notices in the past

week and if no reply was received in seven days, the

notices would be turned over to the township attorney

35Meridian Towne Courier, loc. cit.

361pi4.
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for legal action.37 This legal action would consist of
arresting the owner through district court for violating
the nuisance ordinance after which he would be fined.
Also at this meeting, the township supervisor
told the TAC that the board would cooperate in a com-
munity clean-up by donating a truck and driver to haul
trash from the area, and that the trash could be dumped
without charge in the Meridian Township landfill.38
The clean-up day was planned by the Towar Gardens
residents at an April 1 meeting at the Towar-Hart Church.
The committee recruited trucks, drivers, and crews from
those in attendance at the meeting, and women volunteered
to serve coffee and sandwiches that day. Residents were
instructed to pile junk and debris at the roadside for
easier pick-up; elderly or handicapped people could
notify any TAC member if they needed help. When resi-
dents asked how they could ensure that the area would re-
main cleaned up, they were urged to report any accumula-
tion of junk to committee members after clean-up day.39

The support that was being given to Towar resi-

dents was encouraging. Of particular value was the

37News item in the Meridian Towne Courier, "Towar
Gardens committee hears how townshlip plans to help with
clean-up," March 25, 1969.

38News item in The State Journal, "Agreement
Reached--Cleanup Planned in Towar Gardens," March 19,
1969.

39News item in the Meridian Towne Courier "Towar
Residents plan clean-up day," April 1, 1969.
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continuing coverage of community events by a local weekly

newspaper, the Towne Courier. Following is an excerpt

of an editorial discussing the progress being made by
the action committee:

A first step to change the appearance of the Towar
Gardens area was taken this week by the residents
and Meridian Township.

Township firemen burned down two houses that
were unsafe and uninhabitable.

The residents banded together to organize a
clean-up day next Saturday, but some property owners
were getting a head start...

It is easy to see how Towar residents could unite
and carry off a community project.

But just like every neighborhood, Towar has its
share of slovenly pack-rats and people who use their
backyards as garbage dumps...

What can be done with those residents who don't
care, or who need some education on how to live with
others? The Towar resident group already has a good
start. This group can use its authority and some
pressure to improve the area...

This kind of newspaper support served three vital func-
tions. First, it provided a means of communication to
all the residents in Towar Gardens, particularly those
who could not attend TAC organizational meetings. Second,
it improved the image of the Towar area in the eyes of
the Meridian/East Lansing community by letting people
know they cared about their neighborhood; and third, it
compelled township government to help in the clean-up
effort because of all the accusations made against the
township officials.

The actual clean-up day was a complete success.

Volunteers from nine outside organizations joined in

40Editorial in the Meridian Towne Courier, "Towar
action group is getting things done," April 22, 1969.
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the clean-up effort; the Meridian Township fire depart-
ment burned five buildings and nine vacant lots, and
the township building inspector and township attorney
were among those who worked from early morning until
dark.41

The more than 100 workers started the day at the
Towar-Hart Church with a prayer of thanksgiving offered
by Rev. King. At noon and again in the evening, workers
gathered at the church and were served food that had been
donated by several companies and individuals. Mrs. Jake
Snell, a TAC member, said the clean-up day was to become
an annual event.42

According to one member of the Towar committee,
many people thought the TAC would dissolve after the
April clean-up campaign. But it did not. The committee
remained active with two general goals they wanted to
achieve: one, to get the township to enforce the zoning
and nuisance ordinances, and, two, to obtain some kind
of recreational facilities for the young people.

A significant forward step for Towar Gardens
was taken in mid-July, 1969, when a Towar resident was
appointed to the Meridian Township Board of Trustees.

A vacancy occurred on the board when Robert R. Robinson,

township supervisor for ten years, resigned July 1,

lNews item in the Meridian Towne Courier, "Towar
clean-up a success," April 22, 1969.

42

Ibid.
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1969. Shortly thereafter, an editorial appeared in the

Towne Courier suggesting that the board seriously con-

sider a person from Towar Gardens to fill the unexpired

term of John Roetman who was appointed the new super-

43

visor. Mr. William Armstrong, a Towar resident, was

appointed to the board July 15th. Speaking on his new
appointment, Mr. Armstrong said,

I want to see the people here[in Towar Gardens]
on a so-called equal basis with the rest of the
township--to see the area up-graded and cleaned
up from the people's point of view.

I hope to get the board to devote a fair per-
centage of their time to Towar Gardens....I know
we're not the only fish in the pond; but if I can
get them to spend a 10th of 1 per cent of their
time on the area, I'm sure we can get things
accomplished. 44

The appointment of a trustee from Towar Gardens did not
end the controversy between Towar residents and township
officials, however.
About three weeks after Mr. Armstrong was appointed
to the Township Board, the township building inspector
was interviewed and said that much had been done in en-
forcing the zoning and nuisance ordinances in the Towar
Gardens area, but not everyone in the area was cooperating.
One guy has said he was here before the zoning
ordinance so he doesn't have to obey it...I will
probably have to serve him with a violation.

We've worked with the people here and have
gone along with them to the point where we will

43Editorial in the Meridian Towne Courier, "A
Trustee from Towar Gardens?"™ July 22, 1969.

44News item in the Meridian Towne Courier, "New
trustee plans Towar action,™ July 22, 1969.
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take legal action to get them to clean up their
property...

Anyone who can say the committee and township
haven't been working together is out of their
head...43

People were complaining, though.

Mrs. Jake Snell, a member of TAC, said there are
nine people in the area who have refused to do
anything about cleaning up their property, and
although their names have been turned in to the
township, no action has been taken against them. 4

A meeting of township officials with District

Judge William Reed on August 25, 1969, was held to
determine procedures for enforcing the ordinances. A
report was made at the September 2nd township board
meeting by the township attorney that violators of
ordinances controlling public nuisances will find new
"teeth" applied to laws they have been ignoring.47

Mr. sSwift [the township attorney] said this is
not a move to generate revenue, [but] rather to
motivate persons who have made no attempt to com-
ply with ordinances which have been on the books
for 5 years.

This statement appeared to be an admission by the town-
ship's attorney that these laws had not, indeed, been
enforced.

The most dramatic portrayal of the Towar Action

Committee's effectiveness in dealing with the township

45News item in The State Journal, "Towar Subdi-
vision Cleanup Proceeding," August 8, 1969.

461pi4.

471pi4. 4814,
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government involved the condemning of a house in Towar
Gardens.

In May 1969, Mr. Robert Ruiz bought a house at
6045 Hardy Street from the All Star Realty Company. He
paid $7,700 for the house with a $200 allowance for re-
pairs that would bring it up to Meridian Township code
standards. When a carpenter examined the house and said
that the necessary repairs could not be made for $200,
Mr. Ruiz demanded his money back. The real estate com-
pany refused to refund his money, but instead made some
repairs to the house so the township building inspector
would remove the "uninhabitable" tag. After the repairs
were made, Mr. Ruiz still maintained that the house was
unsatisfactory; however, the "uninhabitable" tag was re-
moved by the building inspector.49

The TAC was disturbed with the removal of the
tag. One member said, "If this house was in any other
subdivision of the township, it would never be okayed."50
A second member said, "If the township accepts this house
as "habitable," our chances of cleaning up Towar are
absolutely nil..."51

In retaliation the TAC placed an "open house"

sign on the house stating:

49News item in the Meridian Towne Courier, "Towar
committee arranges 'open house' for citizens to view
living conditions," September 30, 1969.

50 51

Ibid. Ibid.
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the township has approved this place as fit to
live in. Think! Would you like to live in a
city with this kind of housing?32

The sign gave a phone number for anyone wishing to see
the house to call. The allusion to "city" on the sign
was especially embarassing to township officials at
that time since a November cityhood vote was being pro-
moted for Meridian.

After about one week of the open house, the town-
ship building inspector condemned the house as unsafe

53 As a result of this action the

for human occupancy.
real estate agency terminated the contract with Mr.
Ruiz and returned a portion of the down payment to him.
The realtor then sold the house to a Lansing carpenter
who spent between $600 and $700 to repair the house
with the intent to sell it.54
The Ruiz house incident, which ended to the
satisfaction of everyone concerned, demonstrated the
effectiveness of "Towar power," a phrése coined by Mr.
Jenning 's wife in keeping with the popular vernacular
of the times. The action committee gained new stature

for itself in the eyes of both Towar residents and the

rest of the Meridian/East Lansing community.

521pid.

3 . . o .
News item in Meridian Towne Courier, "Towar Gar-
dens house condemned," October (7, 1969.
54 . . ‘g .
News item in the Meridian Towne Courier, "Towar
pouge for sale once more: residents and officials sat-
igsfied," January 6, 1970.
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Their successes did not lead to complacency on
the part of the action committee, however. Complaints
continued to be brought before the township board as a
result of continued ordinance violations. The result
of these complaints were continuing violation notices and
inspections of the Towar Gardens area by the township
building department. As of this time, however, persons
refusing to comply with the ordinances despite numerous
official warnings have not yet been prosecuted, much to
the dismay of some action committee members who claim
that violations will continue to occur so long as it is
apparent that the township is "bluffing" with its threats
of prosecution. What is needed, according to some Towar
residents, are a few court cases to show that the township
government really means business. Without prosecution of
flagrant violators, the ordinances will never voluntarily
be complied with by people who have become accustomed to
a certain life-style after decades of living in a particu-
lar neighborhood environment.

Beyond the effort to get their neighborhood cleaned
up, the second (but not secondary) goal of the Towar Action
Committee has been, and continues to be, the providing of
recreational facilities for the community's young people.

As mentioned previously, one of the first ideas
for a Towar Gardens community project involved a play-

ground sponsored by the Spanish Club at East Lansing
High School. However, the project got a slow start,

partly because of a heart attack and hospitalization
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of one of its prime supporters, Mr. Irabarren, and partly
because of some doubts on the part of TAC members as to
the desirability of its location.

The playground was first proposed in the Fall of
1968 as a result of discussions between Mr. Jennings
and Mr. Irabarren concerning how to best work with the

, \ s . 55
Mexican-American families in Towar Gardens.

Although
space for the playground was donated by an East Lansing
developer, it was leased to the community for a period
of only three years. Residents from Towar were reluc-
tant to develop a playground with a potential for being
so short-lived. Also, the desirability of the location
was questioned because the site was at the southern ex-
tremity of the Towar community and afforded too long a
walk for many of the children; the location was also
questioned because of the safety aspect, it being con-
tiguous to Lake Lansing Road, a major arterial, where
small children could wander into the roadway. Although
the plans for developing this playground were not aban-
doned, more viable alternatives were sought by the
community.

Recreational activities for young children in the
Towar area have been provided for about three years by
members of SCOPE, a group of college students connected

with the Volunteer Bureau at Michigan State University.

These activities are held at the community center

55Jennings, op. cit., p. 29.
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building adjacent to, and owned by, the Towar-Hart Bap-
tist Church. Maintenance of the building and utilities
are paid for by the Volunteer Bureau. The center is
open three days a week after school and Saturday after-
noons, and is very popular with the neighborhood young-
sters. However, the facilities must be limited to
those under 13 years of age because the space is not
adequate to accommodate all age groups. Activities for
teenagers in the community are limited to those pro-
vided in the East Lansing school programs and, as will
be examined in the next chapter, this presented numer-
ous problems for Towar Gardens teenagers.

An appeal was made by the Towar Action Committee
at the July 1, 1969 meeting of the township board for
recreation facilities in Towar Gardens. The board was
told that action committee members had spoken to East
Lansing school officials about developing either of
two school-owned vacant properties in Towar Gardens
for recreational facilities. School officials, however,
did not react favorably to the suggestion, and said
that recreation was the township's concern. When gques-
tioned by a TAC member about the possibility of the
township acquiring a recreation site in Towar Gardens,
the board stressed that money for land acquisition was
not available. After stating that an immediate solu-

tion by the township was not possible, the board
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reacted favorably to a suggestion by John Roetman, who
was to become the new supervisor, that the Towar area
be checked for possible recreation sites, and that the
East Lansing Board of Education be contacted to deter-
mine if an interim recreation program could be devel-
oped.56
A letter was written to the East Lansing Board
of Education by John Roetman, shortly after he became
township supervisor, asking if the board would be will-
ing to discuss the possibility of using some school-

owned land in Towar Gardens.57

A meeting between these
two groups did not occur until October 6, 1969, but the
action committee did not wait that long in trying to
get a commitment from the East Lansing school board.

The Towar Action Committee met with the East
Lansing Board of Education September 17, 1969 at the
community center building to discuss their recreation
needs. The need for indoor recreation facilities as
well as a playground was cited by one TAC member; this
need was especially great for teenage activities.

Residents requested the use of the old Towar School,

which was being used as a warehouse, for teenage

56News item in the Meridian Towne Courier, "Towar
Committee seeks recreation site," July 15, 1969.

57News item in the Meridian Towne Courier, "Use
of school land for Towar recreation to be considered by
East Lansing board," July 22, 1969.
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recreation, but board members said there was no place
else tb store the school materials. The point was also
brought out at this meeting that the community center
would be destroyed in a few years to make room for a
new church parsonage, thereby eliminating indoor recre-
ation for all age groups in the Towar area. No commit-
ments were made by the school board at this meeting,
but the board promised to give an answer at their
October 13th board meeting.58
Meanwhile, a meeting between the Meridian Town-
ship board and the East Lansing Board of Education was
called for October 6th to discuss the Towar recreation
needs. The needs for both indoor and outdoor facilities
were agreed upon and several alternatives were suggested
to meet the needs. It was decided that a committee
should be established comprised of two East Lansing
representatives, two township representatives, and at
least two Towar area residents which would prepare a
request for federal recreation funds from the Office of
Economic Opportunity (OEO). One possible use suggested
for OEO funds was for leasing the Towar school building;
the school district could then use the lease monies for
constructing a new warehouse. One school board member

reported that local OEO officials had indicated that

58News item in the Meridian Towne Courier, "Old
School to be considered for use as Towar youth center,"
September 23, 1969.
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funds might be availabe to cover leasing a building and
the initial staffing of a community action center.59

The following evening, October 7th, the Meridian
Township board appointed the planning director and the
new member of the board from Towar Gardens to represent
the township on the committee to secure funds from OEO.
The planning director delegated his position to the
writer of this paper who was on the planning department
staff. Also at this board meeting, the planning direc-
tor said that planners would be happy to meet with the
Towar Action Committee to discuss future recreation
plans for the area.

The first meeting of the ad hoc group appointed
to investigate OEO funding was held October 26, 1969 at
the East Lansing High School. In addition to the town-
ship and school representatives, there were five members
of the TAC and one member of SCOPE present. It was
decided by the Towar representative that an indoor
recreational facility was the first priority item to
consider. One member of the Towar committee said the
Towar Gardens school would be a perfect indoor recrea-
tion site because of ample space and a central location
in the community. The question arose, as it had pre-
viously, of how much money the township had available

for recreation and the answer, as always, was noncommittal.

59News item in The State Journal, "Center Funding
Action Eyed," October 7, 1969.
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One school official said that perhaps one room of the
school might be made available to the community, sub-
ject to approval by the school board. The November
meeting with OEO was then discussed. It was stressed by
TAC members that they did not want OEO to run the pro-
gram, but to just provide the money for the community
and SCOPE volunteers to run their own program.

A member of the school board suggested that a
more formal board be set up to deal with OEO. It was de-
cided after some discussion that this Board of Directors
would be composed of four members from the Towar Action
Committee, one member from Meridian Township, and one
member from the East Lansing public schools. This board
would be responsible for the actual operation of the re-
creation center, if and when such a center was obtained.

The second meeting of the ad hoc recreation com-
mittee was held November 3rd. Since the previous meet-
ing Mrs. Snell, an action committee member, had spoken
to OEO representatives about possible funding for a
teenage center. According to that discussion, OEO would
provide materials to supply a center, but would not sup-
ply money to run a program. It was decided to invite an
OEO representative to the next committee meeting to
determine exactly what could be done.

A representative from OEO was present November
12th at the third meeting of the ad hoc recreation com-

mittee. The committee was told that OEO could provide
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up to $1,500 for supplies through June 1970 when an ad-
ditional commitment could be made if warranted. But OEO
could not provide a building or any staff for a recrea-
tion program; that would remain the responsibility of

the East Lansing schools and Meridian Township.

Three months elapsed before indoor recreation
facilities were obtained for Towar teenagers. Meanwhile,
the action committee turned its attention to another
recreational facility it wanted for the winter months--
an ice skating rink.

Mrs. Snell asked about the possibility of an ice
rink at several township board meetings and was told such
an attempt would be made. However, the township officials
expressed doubts about the availability of water for an
ice skating rink since the Towar Gardens area is not
served with water, and the nearest available water was
from the Towar school well which school officials had
given the township permission to use. Repeated suggestions
from Towar residents that a fire department tank truck
be used to flood a rink were rejected by township offi-
cials without any reasons being given why this could not
be done. There was precedent for this action, according
to Mrs. Snell, who said that the township fire department
had built a rink in Towar Gardens several years ago. When
an attempt was finally made to get water from the school
to the rink everyone's suspicions were confirmed; it couldn't

be done. Beter luck (or cooperation) was hoped for
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next year when water from the township system would
be available.

Since outdoor recreation in the form of an ice
skating rink was doomed to failure, attention was
again focused on indoor recreational facilities in
the Towar Gardens school. After considerable procras-
tination on the part of East Lansing school officials,
they finally consented to allow the Towar community
the use of one room in the Towar school.60

Towar teenagers wasted no time in utilizing
their new recreational facility. At an organizational
meeting February 4, 1970--which was attended by over
thirty teenagers, several TAC members and this writer--
the teenagers selected a council and voted for leaders
to represent them in their recreational program. In
an atmosphere of elation over their new "drop-in cen-
ter," the teens planned a get-acquainted dance and
talked about ways of publicizing the center to all
Towar Gardens residents. At last they had a center to
call their own.

The acquisition of a room in the Towar school
for recreational activities, however, did not mean that

Towar residents were satisfied with the kind of

6OAt the September 17, 1969 meeting between East
Lansing School officials and Towar residents, an answer
to the Towar school question was promised for the Octo-
ber 13th school board meeting; however, this was not
done, and the school officials did not make their de-
cision until February 1970.
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treatment they were getting from government officials.
Even the evening of the teen center opening was marred

by complaints of how code enforcement was being handled
in the Towar Gardens area. According to one Towar resi-
dent, names of people complaining to the township about
ordinance violations were being given to persons the com-
plaints involved. Towar Action Committee members had
been promised by the township board that this would

never be done. Because of these careless actions, long
time friendships between Towar residents were jeopardized
and the effectiveness of the TAC was possibly diminished.
A meeting between the township board and the action com-
mittee to discuss this and other problems was suggested
by a TAC member to a township official; however, such a
meeting has not, to date, taken place. The particular
grievance of using names of "informers" was remedied by
the township, but as usual nothing was done to initiate

a meeting between government officials and Towar residents
at which the entire spectrum of community needs--and the
government's ability to solve them--could be rationally

discussed.

Summarx

It can be seen from the events described in this
chapter that the needs of the Towar Gardens community
have been neglected for many years, and only through a
strong neighborhood committee have some of these needs

been met in recent months.
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The most serious problems in Towar Gardens have
been the lack of enforcement of local ordinances, the
lack of adequate recreational facilities, and a lack
‘of communication and understanding between government
officials, particularly Meridian Township officials,
and residents of the Towar area. This distrust and
suspicion of each other's motives did not happen over-
night, but grew out of antagonisms_beginning as early
as the 1930's. The enactment of a zoning ordinance
and a nuisance ordinance were supported by the people
of Towar Gardens as a means of getting their neighbor-
hood cleaned up. The fact that the ordinances were not
enforced anywhere in the township upholds the conten-
tion of township officials that the Towar Gardens area
was not discriminated against; however, the important
point to remember is that Towar Gardens needed strong
code enforcement more than other areas of the Township,
the reasons for this being explored in a subsequent
chapter of this report.

A similar situation existed in respect to recrea-
tional facilities for Towar Gardens. There was no area
in Meridian which was provided with these facilities.
As one government official remarked to this writer, "It's
true, we haven't done much for them (Towar Gardens),
but then we haven't done much for anybody in the town-

ship." The reason for this was, of course, that
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Meridian Township did not have much money with a five
mill taxing limitation. (Before 1959 the limit was

one mill). A small amount of funds were given annually
to the school districts in the township, but aside from
this, no money was available for recreation.

The crux of the problem, again, referred back to
the communication gap between township officials and
Towar residents; the township officials did not under-
stand, and were not willing to explore, the special
needs of the Towar community, and Towar residents did
not really understand the inability of the township to
provide them with all the services they needed. The
people in Towar Gardens were not really a part of the
governmental decision-making process until one of their
neighbors was appointed to the township board, and
this has not yet proven to be a panacea because the
new board member does not have the complete confidence
of either the Towar community or the other members of
the board.

It has been said that in order for local neigh-
borhood associations, such as the Towar Action Committee,
to contribute to community planning and decision-making,
three factors must be present: motivation, organiza-
tional structure, and communication. The action commit-
tee has proven through the changes it has brought about

in the community that its motivation and organizational
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structure was strong; however, it still has not had an
effective role in the formulation of plans by elected

or appointed government officials. This is due to a

lack of communication between township officials and
action committee members which should have been initiated
by the government officials.

The special needs of the Towar Gardens area have
been mentioned several times. What are these special
needs and how did they evolve? The answer to this ques-
tion must be examined in the historical context of the
evolution of the community itself. The next chapter
will explore the history of Towar Gardens as well as
its present characteristics. This examination of exist-
ing problems will set the framework for how they could
be corrected through a governmental commitment of cooper-

ation and support.



CHAPTER II

TOWAR GARDENS IN PERSPECTIVE--ITS HISTORY
AND CHARACTERISTICS

The relationship between government officials
and Towar Gardens residents has been examined in a
historical perspective in the previous chapter; how-
ever, this has left several questions unanswered. Why
were the problems in Towar Gardens different than those
in other areas of Meridian Township? What were these
problems? How did they evolve? What should have been
done by township officials, and what can be done today?
The answer to the last question will be explored in
another part of this report, while the remaining ques-
tions will be the subject of the following discussion.

An exploration of the social, economic, and
physical characteristics of Towar Gardens today is an
important part of understanding its present and future
needs. How these characteristics evolved over time is
also important, since this historical perspective of
how problems evolved can help in determining how they

can be prevented in the future.

51
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Early Settlement

Although the history of the Towar Gardens area as
a distinct neighborhood in Meridian Township did not be-
gin until it was platted in the 1920's, it is interest-
ing to note some of the early settlers in this area.

The original land entries in section 6 (in which
Towar Gardens is located) of Meridian Township were by
Henry Cleveland on April 3, 1837, and Peter G. Miller
in 1847.l Reuben K. Hardy, father of the Hardy brothers
who owned a large resort on Pine Lake (now Lake Lansing)
settled in section 6 about 1857.2 It is possible that
Hardy Avenue, located in Harts Subdivision, was named
for this longtime resident of the area.
G. M. Towar located in section 6 in 1853.3
Whether or not Towar Gardens received its name from
this man or his family is unknown for certain; however,
in a biographical sketch of James De Loss Towar in a
book he authored concerning the history of the City of
East Lansing, it states that James Towar "was born

September 26, 1863, on the Towar Farm, one mile north

of the City of East Lansing."4 Since one of the plats

lsamuel w. Durant, History of Ingham and Eaton
Counties Michigan (Philadelphia: D. W. Ensign & Co.,
1880), p. 277.

2Ibid., p. 287. 3

Ibid., p. 279.

4James Towar, "History of the City of East Lan-
sing" (East Lansing, Michigan: written for the East
Lansing Public Library, 1933), (mimeographed).
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in the Towar Gardens area is Supervisor's Plat of Towar
Farms, it is probable that the Towar Gardens community
received its name from the long-time resident of the

G. M. and James D. Towar families.

Since much of thr recent criticism in Towar Gar-
dens has been directed towards absentee landlords, it is
interesting to note that in 1914 over 476 acres in sec-
tion 6 of Meridian Township, including all the land now
in the Towar Gardens area, was not owner occupied. At
that time, there were only five houses in the square
mile section, two of which were in the area known today

as Towar Gardens.5

First Platted Subdivisions

The first platted subdivision in section 6,
Meridian Township, was Towar Gardens in 1925, which was
followed in succession by Harts Subdivision (1935),
Supervisor's Plat of Towar Farms (1935), Elmdale (1937),
and Taylor's Acres Number 2 (1946) (see Figure 2 for
locations). Two other subdivisions in section 6 of
Meridian Township are not considered a part of the
Towar Gardens area since they are geographically sep-
arated from the aforementioned subdivisions which are
all contiguous, and they do not have the problems
commonly associated with the Towar Gardens community.

———

5Chadwick Farm Atlas of Ingham County Michigan
(Map) , Compiled and published by C. W. Chadwick, Ann
Arbor, Michigan, 1914.
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Figure 2

PLATTED SUBDIVISIONS IN THE
TOWAR GARDENS AREA
INCLUDING IMPORTANT LANDMARKS

r
@ g COMMUNITY CaeTen
(») TOWAR GARBENS SCHOOL
(o) SPANISH CLUB PLAYROUND
00 EAST LANSING SCHOOL-OWNID PROPSRTY
(?) PROPOSED CITY OF AST LANING PARK
SUPIRVISONS
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Building projects were started in Towar Gardens
shortly after it was platted. The second house in the
area was built in 1925 by Milton Rulison, whose daugh-
ter (Mrs. Jake Snell) is currently chairman of the Towar
Action Committee. Mr. Rulison was a well-driller and
typified the blue-collar workers who were attracted to
the Towar Gardens area. It is impossible to determine
precisely the early rate of growth in Towar Gardens since
many of the early homes have subsequently been removed
or destroyed. However, some indication of growth rates
can be determined from voter registration records and
census data.

Of the 324 housing units existing in Towar Gar-
dens (census tract) in 1960, 83 (26 per cent) were built
between 1950 and March 1960, 146 (45 per cent) were built
between 1940 and 1949, and 95 (29 per cent) were built

before 1940.6

Of the 95 structures built before 1940,
many were "temporary" shelters hastily constructed
shortly after the Great Depression struck. Between 1925
and 1935, the largest number of voters from Towar Gardens

7

to register in any single year was 21 in 1930. This may

indicate only that the dire economic conditions spurred

6United States Bureau of the Census, U.S. Census
of Population and Housing: 1960 Census Tracts (Washing-
ton: Government Printing Office, 1962), Table H-1l.

7Registration Book - Men and Women Electors
(Meridian Township, Ingham County, Precinct No. 2, State
of Michigan).
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additional voter participation, but it probably signaled
a rapid influx of people into the area because of inex-
pensive lots in the newly platted subdivision. The make-
shift housing that was constructed was reflected in zon-
ing ordinance violation notices in the early 1950's which
cited "numerous basement houses," trailers, and "shacks"
in the Towar Gardens area.8
When Taylor's Acres Number 2 was platted north
of Lake Lansing Road and west of Towar Avenue in 1946, a
community park approximately one acre in size was deeded
to the Towar Gardens community. A community center
building was constructed on the site and was used for

9 The park

many teen-age dances sponsored by Mrs. Snell.
and community center building were sold in 1961 to the
Towar-Hart Baptist Church directly to the south of it.
This action was taken, according to Mrs. Snell, because
the community could not supply the manpower to run a
recreational program, and governmental funds were not
available to hire any recreation personnel.

The children in Towar Gardens first attended the
Carl school on the northwest corner of Lake Lansing Road

and M-78. This two room school. located in the Meridian

Number 7 district, was used for kindergarten through

8Meridian Township Board, Minutes (Haslett,
Michigan: October 17, 1950 and July 7, 1951).

9Statement by Mrs. Jake Snell, personal inter-
view, January 31, 1970.
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eighth grade, after which the students attended Haslett
High School. The Carl school soon was outgrown, and in
1939 the Towar Gardens school was built north of Birch-
row Drive between Towar and Rutherford Avenue. The
Towar Gardens school accommodated grades one through six;
however, when the Haslett High School and Junior High
School became overcrowded, the older students were
transferred to the Otto Junior High and Eastern Senior
High schools in Lansing.lO
By 1950, the Towar Gardens school was becoming
overcrowded so the William Donley elementary school was
built in 1951 at the southeast corner of Hagadorn and
Lake Lansing Roads. Kindergarten children as well as
grades three through six attended the Donley school,
while grades one and two were retained at the Towar
Gardens school.ll
The portion of Meridian Number 7 school district
north of Lake Lansing Road and east of Hagadorn Road
was consolidated with the East Lansing school district
in 1960. (Other portions of the Meridian Number 7 dis-
trict became part of the East Lansing district when

their respective land areas were annexed to the City

of East Lansing.) Junior and Senior high students then

loStatement by Mrs. Jake Snell, personal inter-
view, March 2, 1970.

1lipia.
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changed to these East Lansing school facilities. 1In
1962 the first and second grades at the Towar Gardens
school were sent to Donley school and the Towar Gardens
school was used for mentally retarded trainables until
1967 when it was converted into a warehouse. The White-
hills elementary school was built in 1963 to accommodate
the growing population of the Whitehills Estates area,
as well as to relieve crowded conditions at the Donley
school. The children from Towar Gardens were then sep-
arated into the two elementary school districts; about
one-half continued at the Donley school, while the
others went to the new Whitehills school.12
Later in this chapter, the social problems of
Towar Gardens children attending the East Lansing schools
will be explored. Some Towar Gardens parents have charged
that many of these problems have resulted from the numer-
ous changes the students have had to make from school to
school. One resident claimed that her daughter in the
fourth grade has already attended three different schools.13
This made it difficult, not only for the children in es-
tablishing an identity, but also for the parents who
found it difficult to become active in school activities
such as the PTA.

The evolution of the Towar Gardens area over the

past 45 years has resulted in a unique community, with

121pia. 131pia.
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characteristics and problems much unlike those of sur-
rounding neighborhoods, Meridian Township, or East

Lansing.

Population Characteristics

Much of the information concerning the present
characteristics of Towar Gardens must be inferred from
1960 U.S. Census data, portions of which have been up-
dated in the 1965 Tri-County Home Interview Survey. Un-
fortunately, the census tract in which Towars Gardens
is located also contains three subdivisions with char-
acteristics unlike those of Towar Gardens. (Again, it
should be mentioned that the use of the term "Towar Gar-
dens" includes four other platted subdivisions normally
considered part of the Towar Gardens area.) These other
subdivisions include Skyline Hills, Taylor's Acres Num-
ber 1, and West Oaks. The homes in these subdivisions
are considerably more expensive than most of those
found in Towar Gardens and it can be assumed that popu-
lation characteristics such as median family income,
education, and type of employment would also differ.
However, presently about 74 per cent of the dwellings
in the tract (MT-45) are in the Towar Gardens area; in
1960 this figure was probably closer to 80 per cent.

It should be remembered, then, that when statistics are

cited for Towar Gardens, they are census tract figures
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unless otherwise noted, and that conditions in Towar
Gardens were somewhat worse than statistics indicate.

In 1960 Towar Gardens had slightly more males
than females, a condition also existing in Meridian
Township as a whole. However, the population in Towar
was unique in its age structure. The median age was
19.4 years for males and 19.8 years for females, com-
pared to 25.5 and 26.7 years, respectively, in the town-

14 The reason for this low median age was the

ship.
large number of dependent children, as reflected in

the large average household size, which will be dis-
cussed further under housing.

Racially, Towar Gardens was almost entirely
white, as was Meridian Township. In 1960, one single
non-white male lived in Towar Gardens (who, incidentally,
was not a Negro).15 This condition has changed only
slightly; today there is one Negro family living in
Towar Gardens. The 1965 Tri-County Home Interview Sur-
vey reported that, in that year, 11 per cent of Towar
Gardens population, or approximately 175 persons were
non-white.16 These were primarily Mexican-Americans

14U.S. Bureau of the Census, op. cit., p. 31.

1531bid., Tables P-1 and P-2.

16Meridian Charter Township Planning Department,
Preliminary Report: Meridian Charter Township Popula-
tion Study (unpublished report, Technical Memorandum
, Haslett, Michigan, September 1968).
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(which are not classified non-white by the U.S. Census
Bureau) which, in addition to living in the Towar Gar-
dens area, are also located in the Lake Lansing Area
of Meridian Township.

There is a much higher percentage of blue collar
and service workers in Towar Gardens (49.5 per cent and
16.7 per cent, respectively) than in Meridian Township
as a whole (25.4 per cent and 10.7 per cent).17 Most
of the blue collar workers, in addition, are employed

in manufacturing.18

This has been a primary reason for
the cyclical high unemployment rate in Towar Gardens
since the industries in the Lansing area, being primarily
automobile oriented, are cyclical themselves in respect
to national economic trends. The significance of this
factor can be seen from a 9.2 per cent unemployment
rate in 1960 for Towar Gardens, compared to a 4.0 per
cent rate for Meridian Township.19
The high percentage of blue-collar workers and
unemployment also contributed to a lower median family
income for Towar residents. In 1960 the median family
income for Towar Gardens was $5,587 compared to $7,566

for all Meridian Township residents. However, it is

interesting to note that between 1960 and 1965, Towar

17Meridian Charter Township Planning Department,
Preliminary Report: Meridian Charter Township Economic
Base Study (unpublished report, Technical Memorandum #2,
Haslett, Michigan, November 1968), Table 5.

18 19

Ibid., Table 7. Ibid., Table 4.
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Gardens had the second largest median family income
percentage increase (35.4 per cent) of the six census
tracts in Meridian Township, which meant that Towar
Gardens was no longer the lowest income area in the
township.20 There could be several reasons for this
higher than average rise in Towar Gardens income
(Meridian Township's median family income rose only 20.7
per cent between 1960 and 1965), one of them being that
new housing in Skyline Hills brought more higher-income
families into the census tract, and a second being that
perhaps lower unemployment rates prevailed in the auto-
mobile industry, thereby raising the incomes of the
large percentage of Towar Gardens blue collar workers.
Closely allied to the occupational characteristics
of a given area is the educational achievement of its
residents. Towar Gardens is no exception to this gen-
eral rule. In 1960 the median number of school years
completed for Towar residents was 9.0, compared to 12.3
years for all Meridian Township residents, 11.9 years
for Lansing residents, and 10.7 years for Michigan resi-

dents.21

The significance of this fact will be discussed
later in this chapter with the social characteristics

and problems of the Towar area.

2Obilgridian Charter Township Population Study,
op. cit., Table 1ll.

21

Ibid., p. 10 and Table 9.
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One of the more significant problems of Towar
Gardens is the housing stock and the overcrowded condi-
tions in some of them. This overcrowding is not merely
a matter of houses being too small, but is also due to
large families. The household size in Towar Gardens is
quite high, reflecting the high proportion of its popu-
lation in the under-14 age group. In 1960 the average
household size in Towar Gardens was 4.26, compared to
3.66 in Meridian Township. By 1965, the figure for
Towar Gardens increased 0.07 to 4.33 persons per house-
hold while the township figure increased only 0.0l to

3.67 persons per household.22

The high percentage of
Towar Gardens population under the age of 14 in 1960
(39.8 per cent versus 34.4 per cent for Meridian town-
ship) had ramifications in the late 1960's when recrea-
tion facilities were badly needed for the many teen-
agers in the Towar area.

The land uses in Towar Gardens are almost entirely
residential. Commercial development is limited to two
small grocery stores and a run-down gasoline service
station. The developed residential lots range in size
from 9,500 square feet in Towar Gardens to over 40,000

23

square feet in Supervisor's Plat of Towar Farms. The

22113id4., Table 12.

23Meridian Charter Township Planning Department,
Meridian Charter Township Existing Land Use Study, Pre-
liminary Report (unpublished report, Technical Memorandum
#3, Haslett, Michigan, December 1968), p. 28.
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9,500 square foot lot size in Towar Gardens is misleading

when discussing lot sizes, however, since most home-
owners own at least two or three contiguous lots, and
in some cases there is only one house on six or seven

contiguous lots.

Housing and Environment

The condition of housing in Towar Gardens is
something which cannot be explained through statistics
alone. Although the percentage of dilapidated housing
is considerably higher than the percentage for Meridian
Township (23 per cent versus 5 per cent in 1960),24
there is a wide variety of housing types ranging from
very small inadequate dwellings to elaborate new struc-
tures. The idea that a person might have before see-
ing the area that Towar Gardens is a "slum" is dis-
pelled quickly upon investigating the number of new or
newly remodeled homes. This condition gives added em-
phasis to the claim made by many people living in Towar
Gardens that they like living there, and even though
they could afford to live elsewhere, they choose to
remain in Towar Gardens.

The condition of housing in Towar Gardens should
not be de-emphasized as a problem, however, even though
many excellent dwellings do exist. According to recent

data gathered for a housing study in Meridian Township,

of a total of 264 dwelling units in Towar Gardens in

241144., p. 29.
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1969, 73 were classified as fair (deteriorating) and 68
were classified as poor (dilapidated).25 Since American
Public Health Association criteria were used in evaluat-
ing housing conditions instead of U.S. Bureau of the
Census criteria, it is not possible to draw any accurate
conclusions on housing condition trends in Towar Gardens;
however, from talking with neighborhood residents and
township officials, the general concensus is that the
area is improving, but slowly.

According to the aforementioned housing study of
Meridian Township, many of the blighting influences in
Towar Gardens are not housing oriented, but are non-
residential nuisances. For example, when the survey
was taken in July 1969 there were found 146 cases of
non-residential nuisances such as miscellaneous large
rubble in yards, junk automobiles, lumber to be racked,
or a dilapidated shed or accessory building. Of this

26 This showed

total number, 51 were junked automobiles.
considerable improvement over the 174 junked automobiles
reported in the Towar area before the April 1969 clean-
up campaign, but it also showed that much remained to

be done in the neighborhood before it was brought up to

acceptable community standards. The Meridian housing

study utilized a penalty point rating system in showing

25Unpublished data on file with the Meridian Town-
ship Planning Department.

261pi4.



66

how neighborhoods could be improved by either eliminat-
ing nuisances or by removing environmental deficiences.
According to the study, Towar Gardens had few environ-
mental deficiencies other than unpaved streets; however,
the following comments were made concerning the large
number of nuisance factors:
Figure 12 [a map]...illustrates the possible reduc-
tion of blight provided that suitable programs of
nuisance abatement are undertaken. It is important
to realize that all incidents of such nuisances
are violations of either the Township Building Code
or the Township Nuisance Ordinance and may be
eliminated through stricter enforcement of the
same...Thus, the potential for upgrading this area
is dependent upon the addition of a few minor im—27
provements and strict code enforcement practices.
These statements in the Meridian Township housing study
reiterate a point which Towar Gardens residents have
been proclaiming for years, i.e., that their neighbor-
hood could never hope to be upgraded without the help
of township officials in enforcing the zoning and nuis-
ance ordinances. It should be mentioned that shortly
after the Meridian planning department undertook its
housing study of Towar Gardens, a similar study was
undertaken by the Ingham County Health Department as
part of its Project ECHO (Evidence of Community Health

Organization) housing and environment study, and their

preliminary data corresponded very closely with Meridian

27Meridian Charter Township Planning Commission,
Housing & Environment: A Study of Structural Obsolescence
and Environmental Blight in Meridian Charter Township
(unpublished report, Haslett, Michigan, November 1969),
pp. 23-27.




67

Township findings, thereby strengthening the conclu-
sions of the township study.

One of the most frequent complaints of Towar
residents has concerned the condition of renter occupied
homes in their neighborhood, and the reluctance of ab-
sentee landlords to do anything about cleaning up their
properties. There are several houses owned and rented
by absentee landlords, and an even greater number of
vacant lots are owned by persons not residing in Towar
Gardens; however, the number of owner occupied units is
high for an area with so many sub-standard structures.
According to 1960 U.S. Census data, 82 per cent of the
dwellings in the Towar Gardens tract were owner occupied.28
Of course, this percentage would be somewhat lower in
the Towar Gardens area itself since few homes outside
of Towar in this census tract are renter occupied, but
the fact remains that the rate of home ownership in
Towar Gardens is high compared to a 73.2 per cent fig-
ure for all Meridian Township in 1960.29

The fact that there were only 51 renter occupied
units in Towar Gardens in 1960, and that there were 171

deteriorating or dilapidated structures disputes the

contention made by Towar residents that most of the

28U.S. Bureau of the Census, op. cit., p. 49.

29Meridian Charter Township Population Study, op.
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substandard housing in their neighborhood is renter-
occupied. Although the current status of this situation
cannot be precisely determined, some generalizations can
be made from recent ordinance violations in the Towar
area. According to Meridian Township building depart-
ment records, in December 1969 thirty violation notices
were issued in the Towar Gardens area, of which 6 were

30 If violators have been

sent to absentee landlords.
treated equally, this would seem to indicate that nuis-
ance factors in the Towar area are no more prevalent,
percentage wise, in renter occupied units than in owner
occupied units.

It is also interesting to note that landlords of
many dwellings and vacant lots in Towar Gardens are
Towar residents themselves. At least four Towar resi-
dents own five or more parcels of property (with or
without dwellings) in Towar Gardens, and one resident
owns ten such pieces of property.31

One very notable exception to the prevalence of
Towar landlords and multiple-property owners is an
East Lansing land developer, Albert White, who owns,

or whose company owns, approximately 65 parcels of

land in the Towar Gardens area. It was Mr. White who

30Meridian Township Building Department records.

31
records.

Data from Meridian Township Assessing Department
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leased three lots at the corner of Porter Road and
Lake Lansing Road to the community to use as a play-
ground for three years. Some of their future plans
for the Towar Gardens area were discussed with Mr.
George White of the Whitehills Development Company.
Most of the Whites' property in Towar Gardens
is north of Lake Lansing Road. According to Mr. (George)
White, they have no immediate plans for these properties;
however, their long-range plans are to develop this area
at a higher density than single family if it could be
re-zoned. Also, they would like to develop some profes-
sional office uses along Lake Lansing Road which, in Mr.
White's thinking, would become much more heavily traveled
if the proposed J. L. Hudson shopping center is con-
structed northwest of Towar Gardens in East Lansing.32
When questioned about the interior lots their
company has purchased, Mr. White said that perhaps
entire blocks could be redeveloped (saving the good
houses) if better financing were available in the future.
He also mentioned the fact that the availability of
utilities, specifically water when it is available in
Towar Gardens, will have a great deal of significance
in the upgrading of the area through private develop-

ment and redevelopment. When reminiscing about his

32Statement by George White, personal interview,
February 23, 1970.
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childhood in the Marble area of East Lansing (then

in Meridian Township), Mr. White discussed the similar-
ities he saw between that area in the 1930's and Towar
Gardens today. He said that he expected the Towar area
to be upgraded much in the same way as the Marble area:
through the provision of public utilities, and through
the urbanization of surrounding areas with good-quality
housing. This will be occurring in the Towar area with
a joint development venture of Duane Bone Builders, In-
corporated, and Whitehills Development Corporation.
This new development, Carriage Hill Estates, will con-
sist of a mixture of residential densities--medium
density multiple units, townhouses, and single-family
units--between Towar Gardens and Skyline Hills to the
east. Mr. White also mentioned the location of Towar
Gardens in the East Lansing school district as a posi-

33 Whether

tive factor in its redevelopment potential.
its location in the East Lansing school district is
beneficial or detrimental to the Towar Gardens area

will be among those issues discussed next under social

problems.

Social Problems

The social problems evident in the Towar Gardens
area can be broken down into two major classifications:

(1) those affecting adults, and (2) those affecting the

331pia.
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school children. Of the two types of problems, those
affecting the school-age population appear to be much
more serious, although the impact of these problems on
the adult population should not be minimized.

The residents of Towar Gardens are not poor.
Thirty-eight families in Towar Gardens recieve some
kind of public assistance, which is many fewer than in

the past.34

The relatively high median family income
of the area has been mentioned previously, and the high
percentage increase in family income between 1960 and
1965 shows that conditions are definitely improving in
the area. A public health nurse from the Ingham County
Health Department stated that while health needs are
still widespread in the area, there has been great im-

35

provement in recent years. Similarly, the Ingham

County Sheriff said,

We no longer consider Towar Gardens a problem
area. There are no more problems there than in
any other area.

The people living there are not the element
creating crime in surrounding areas either....
Some people think so, but it isn't true. These
crimes do not relate back to Towar Gardens.36

While it is true that many adults in Towar Gar-
dens do not have a high school education (in 1960, 76

per cent of the residents in Towar Gardens 25 years of

34News item in the Meridian Towne Courier,
"Towar Gardens conditions improving," January 28, 1969.

35 36

Ibid. Ibid.
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age and older had not completed high school),37 a per-
son well acquainted with them, the principal of White-
hills school, said that
Many people wrongly assume that the majority of
families in the Towar area are disadvantaged.
They are not; either culpurallysBintellectually,
educationally, or economically.

If conventional economic or social deprivation
is not significant in Towar Gardens, exactly what is
their problem? The answer can be summed up in two
words--their image. According to an Ingham County
Department of Social Services social worker, "The great-
est handicap they have to overcome is the picture in

39 This contention

people's minds of Towar Gardens..."
was supported by a public health nurse who said,

There is a lot of prejudice against Towar Gardens.

Most people look down their noses at it. Towar

residents know this and some of them are ashamed

of living there.4

One result of their bad image has been their

reluctance, until recently, to participate in govern-
mental functions. Direct citizen participation in
school activities, particularly, was rare. According
to Mr. Jennings, only a small percentage of Towar

parents attended school events or initiated conferences

37U.S. Bureau of the Census, op. cit., Table P-l.

38Jennings, op. cit., p. 40.

39Meridian Towne Courier, loc. cit.

401154,
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41

with teachers. Continuing with Mr. Jennings' com-

ments,

Parents simply did not feel involved in the
school program. Towar people felt the PTA was
"their" [Whitehills'] PTA and not "ours," and
because the school is located on the wealthy side
of the street it is "their" school, not "ours"...
Some Towar parents told me that when they did come
to PTA meetings they were never made to feel wel-
come. Others said they just could not keep up
with the "fur coats" worn by the Whitehills area
people. No member of the ngar community served
on the PTA executive board.

The lack of participation of Towar residents in the
affairs of Whitehills school should not be construed
as meaning they did not care about their children's
education. Again, Mr. Jennings:
My findings have been that Towar parents are
truly interested in education, and in their child-
ren receiving a good one. They care for their
kids!...Towar parents do believe and see a hope
that schools can be a realization of their own
aspirations and yearnings for their children.
Were these aspirations and yearnings realized by Towar
children in the East Lansing schools? In all too many
cases, no. The same discriminatory subtleties directed
toward Towar Gardens adults have been directed toward -
students, particularly high school students, attending
the East Lansing public schools.
Although most overt discriminatory actions to-

wards Towar Gardens youths occur in high school, the

41Jennings, op. cit., p. 38.

421p3i4., pp. 38, 39. 431pia., p. 4o0.
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problems begin in the grade schools. The problem at
Whitehills elementary school is closely allied to that
of the parents whose children attend the school, i.e.,
the feeling that it is the Whitehills children's school,
not theirs. Several Towar parents have remarked that
problems their children were having in high school were
aggravated by the fact that their children had to attend
Whitehills elementary school.
They [the Towar parents] said the contrast in the
socio-economic backgrounds of the children affects
the way in which their children adjust and learn
in school. Many parents said Towar children should
be sent to William Donley Sghool, as they were be-
fore Whitehills was built.?
At a meeting where economic and social inequities were
discussed, East Lansing school officials said that,
Given a school population which ranges from afflu-
ent to relatively underprivileged, some discrimina-
tion, both subtle and overt, admittedly exists in
the school system.

Academic problems arising from economic and
social inequities are being handled with a reason-
able degree of success by the East Lansing Dis-
trict...[however]...Problems of social acceptance,
less easy to measure, have received less attention
from community and school.45

Factors such as the attendance of about twenty Towar
Gardens students at a summer Head Start program at
Whitehills school, while they might be helpful in an

academic sense, may have had harmful side effects by

44Meridian Towne Courier, loc. cit.

45News item in Meridian Towne Courier, "School
Administration Seek Methods of Eliminating Social-
Academic Inequalities," February 11, 1969.
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giving the Towar youngsters all the more reason to
think that they are "different" from other children
at the school.

Certainly not all discriminatory actions to-
wards Towar children are a result of school activities.
After his appointment to the Meridian township board,
William Armstrong, a Towar resident, explained some
of his personal reasons for his involvement in the
area saying,

I have a daughter, full of vim and vigor, who

would bring friends home from school and they

would just stand at the windows and look around...

Most of them would never come back.
Another incident at a Cub Scout meeting his wife attended
made him even more determined to change the image of
Towar Gardens.

My wife came home and told me that the Cubs had

been segregated during the meeting--the Towar

Gardens kids on one side of the room and the

other kids on the other side...I didn't believe

her until I went there to see for myself.
From these examples it can be seen that being discrimin-
ated against becomes a way of life at an early age for
Towar Gardens children.

The real impact of social ostracism seems to

reach a climax when Towar youths attend East Lansing

high school at an age when social acceptance, especially

46News item in Meridian Towne Courier, "New
trustee plans Towar action,” July 22, 1969.

47

Ibid.
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through the vehicle of dating, becomes so important.
According to an Ingham County social worker, "Their
problem at the high school is not so much educational
as emotional and social...They feel rejected."48 One
result of the adverse social climate is the dropout
rate of Towar teenagers from East Lansing High School.
Of the approximately 1,400 students attending East Lan-
sing High School, only 60, or 4.3 per cent, are from
the Towar Gardens area; however, when an analysis of
dropouts was made in January 1969 for that school year,
it was found that 11 of 25 dropouts, or 44 per cent,
were from Towar Gardens.49 From this it can be seen
that, at a one to one ratio, the likelihood of a stu-
dent dropping out of East Lansing High School is ap-
proximately ten times greater for a youth from Towar
Gardens than for a student from another locale in the
school district. In fact, students from Towar Gardens
are often referred to as "pushouts" rather than drop-
outs.50
In the second of a three part series early in

1969 dealing with the problems of the Towar Gardens

area, the Towne Courier reported on student attitudes

towards Towar youths, based on a questionnaire

48Meridian Towne Courier, January 28, 1969.

491pi4.

50154,
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submitted to all East Lansing high school students.
Some of the attitudes expressed included Towar Gardens
as the "slums of East Lansing," as "a place where hoods
and drop-outs come from," as a "place where people live

in bad conditions,'
|151

and as an area where someone might
"get knifed. On the other hand, reactions from
Towar Gardens youths included statements such as "We

don't tell others where we're from," and, concerning

the wall between Whitehills and Towar Gardens,

You can't get around it. You look up and down
your street in the morning, or you walk to the
corner to catch the bus and you have to look at
it or go around it...you see it every day.

The problem of Mexican-American students at East
Lansing High School from Towar Gardens are heightened
by the fact that they are discriminated against, not
only because of their national origin, but also because
they live on the "wrong side of the tracks." According

to one Mexican-American student,

Most of us come from what the other kids call a
rough neighborhood. They look down on us and
crack jokes about us...Its been pretty hard on us
for a long time.53

This fact, plus a feeling that they had been left out of

history, literature, and music classes at East Lansing

51News item in Meridian Towne Courier, "Towar
students tell of problems," February 4, 1969.

52

Ibid.

53News item in The State Journal, "Students Make
Their Point," December 8, 1969.




78

High School, led to a threatened Mexican-American stu-
dent boycott in December 1969. After being given a
letter asking that a special committee be formed to meet
the needs of Mexican-American students in the school
the principal said,
I know that kids from the Towar area often suffer
social and other kinds of problems in this school,
but I thought it was_becauge of the@r economic 54
backgrounds, not their Mexican-American heritage.
The Mexican-American students requested an independent
study program, open to all students which would give
them an identity and would also help other students
understand them better. The school principal answered
saying that, while a special class may not be possible
in the immediate future, additional emphasis would be
placed on Mexican-American history in existing classes.55
The debilitating effects of the kinds of social
discrimination directed towards Towar Gardens residents,
particularly towards the young people, cannot be over-
emphasized. It has led to feelings of anxiety, inade-
quacy, and despair. It has escalated the dropout rate
of a group of children who are not educationally @eprived,
but who are deprived of something more important--their
self-respect. The very uniqueness of this situation,
that is, the relatively high economic level of most

Towar Gardens residents along with a lack of cultural

deprivation, renders the social discrimination against

54 55

Ibid. Ibid.
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them to be all the more incongruous with what would be
expected--a helping hand and respect for working to up-
grade their neighborhood for the past thirty years. It
also gives all the more support to the proposition that
much more help and support should be given to the Towar
area by government officials, particularly those of
Meridian Township.

Image is a very important quality to possess,
whether it be the image of an individual, a city, or a
neighborhood. The image of Towar Gardens as an unde-
sirable place to live reflects negatively on every per-
son who lives there, whether it is an individual who
has several junked automobiles in his yard, or whether
it is a person who takes pride in the appearance of
his property and his neighborhood. Therefore, the argu~
ment of some people who live in Towar Gardens and do not
maintain the appearance of their homes and yards that
"it's nobody else's business" are wrong, both legally
and morally.

Much of the blame for the condition of Towar
Gardens, physical and social, must be borne by the town-
ship government. The legal tools for removing blight-
ing influences from Towar Gardens have been available
for over twenty years; the strongest of the tools, the
nuisance ordinance, has been in effect (but ineffective)

for over ten years. Yet, legal action has been taken
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against no one. Many warnings and violation notices
have been issued, but they have been for the most part
flaunted by people who knew that the township was only
"bluffing."

Fortunately, the problems of Towar Gardens are
not insurmountable. In fact they are very mild when
compared to those found in most metropolitan areas.
But this does not mean they should be ignored. The
problems will not go away by themselwves. A combination
of efforts will be needed in the years ahead to help
upgrade the physical character and image of Towar Gar-
dens to the extent that children will not be ashamed
to say that they live there. The changes must come
about through the combined efforts of Meridian Township
government, the East Lansing Board of Education, and
the Towar people themselves. The Towar Gardens resi-
dents have shown through the Towar Action Committee
that they are willing to do everything they can to up-
grade their neighborhood. Now it is time for school
and township officials to do their part. The next

chapter will explore how this could be done.



CHAPTER III

THE FUTURE OF TOWAR GARDENS

The future of Towar Gardens, if that future is to
be a bright one, is inextricably linked to the determin-
ation and will of many groups and individuals capable
of helping to solve its problems, and to maximizing
the potential of the neighborhood and every person
living in it. The task is not small; it is formidable.
But it is possible and necessary. The help necessary
will have to come from primarily three sources: the
East Lansing public schools, Meridian Township, and the
residents of Towar Gardens themselves, whether it be
through the existing Towar Action Committee or a similar

neighborhood organization.

The Role of East Lansing Public Schools

East Lansing school personnel, including teachers,
counselors, administrators, and consultants, are in a
unique position in their ability to help rectify one of
the most serious problems of Towar Gardens youth--the
image they have of themselves in their ability to achieve
academically and socially, fostered in large measure by

the image they present to other students. These needs

81
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are especially apparent in the East Lansing High School
where the problems have not been recognized as being
quite so severe as in the elementary schools, partly
because of the smaller percentage of Towar Gardens
students in the high school, and partly because the
proximity of the elementary schools to the Towar neigh-
borhood has increased teacher-parent contact to the
extent where problems that children have in the class-
room can be more readily examined on the basis of the
home environment.

So far as education in the classroom is concerned,
more will have to be done by teachers and administrators
to tailor special programs for Towar Gardens students.
In order to do this, increased efforts will have to be
made to understand the cultural backgrounds of the
children; also, self-analysis will be necessary to help
teachers and administrators become aware of their own
possible biases and stereotypes towards the children
they are teaching. This understanding of cultural
backgrounds could be enhanced through greater teacher-
parent contacts, both formally as in the PTA, and in-
formally through an expanded program of neighborhood
meetings such as those carried on by Mr. Jennings at
the Whitehills school.

There have been two drawbacks to active partici-

pation in the Whitehills PTA by Towar Gardens parents,
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one being the diverse socio-economic characteristics
between themselves and Whitehills parents, and the
second being the difficulty of active membership in
more than one PTA when the children from one family
attend more than one elementary school. The first of
these problems could be somewhat alleviated by bring-
ing the two groups of parents together more often on
an informal basis to discuss such things as changes

in school curricula or a proposed field trip; or
simple "get acquainted" meetings could be conducted.
Resolving the second problem would require a concerted
effort on the part of school officials to not send
elementary school children from one family to two dif-
ferent schools. Balanced school enrollments should
still be possible while pursuing this policy.

Informal meetings with Towar Gardens parents
could be expanded to include more faculty members.
Meetings of this type have been successful in the
past, but most have involved only the Whitehills prin-
cipal, particularly those meetings in Towar parents'
homes. 1If teachers could also be involved in these
meetings, it would enhance the exchange of ideas among
faculty members concerning how to better understand
the backgrounds of the children, rather than hearing
this information handed down from a school adminis-

trator.
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This understanding of Towar children's back-
grounds could help teachers significantly in maintain-
ing positive self-concepts in their students who have
undesirable images of their learning abilities and

social acceptability. According to Mr. Jennings,

How a child views himself...is dependent upon how
others view him...The self-concept develops through
the interaction of the child and adults who are
important to the child. For the lower-socio-
economic child, the teacher can be a significant
factor. The teacher through verbal and non-verbal
communications influences the manner in which a
child views himself.l

Many studies by educators have substantiated the premise
that children's self-perceptions depend a great deal on
how their teachers feel about them.2 For this reason,
it is imperative that teachers of Towar Gardens child-
ren do all they can to enhance this self-image. 1If
this is done, the heterogenity of the classrooms, in
respect to the socio-economic status of the students,
can be a real benefit in promoting upward social
mobility as a goal of the Towar Gardens children.
Continuing to take advantage of the special pro-
grams available under Title I of the Elementary and
Secondary Education Act of 1965, which provides federal
funds for the education of disadvantaged children,
should prove to be beneficial to the Towar Gardens
children if it is not held up as a social stigma by

the more affluent families in the community. An important

1Jennings, op. cit., p. 79.
21pid., p. 82.
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part of this program should be to educate the non-
participants as to its value to the entire community
in promoting greater chances of educational achieve-
ment and cultural enrichment in the children who do
participate.

The improvement of self-image in Towar Gardens
children when they are in elementary should carry over
to their attendance at middle school and East Lansing
High School, but the problem would remain of how to
change their image in the eyes of non-Towar Gardens
students. Understandably, the approach to improve
the situation as suggested for the elementary schools
could not be used in the high school, one reason being
the smaller percentage of Towar Gardens students in the
high school population which would preclude intensive
involvement by the teachers. What could be done,
though, is to involve more of the high school students
in the Towar Gardens community with projects like that
of the Spanish Club to build a new playground in the
Towar neighborhood. These projects could include such
things as planning and helping in the annual clean-up
campaign, or assisting the SCOPE volunteers with their
activities for the younger Towar children.

The East Lansing schools could also do more in
providing recreational facilities for the Towar Gardens

area. Several programs have evolved over the past few
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years for the Towar area, either through the East Lan-
sing schools recreation division, or through outside
organizations and individuals who are allowed to use
school buildings for their activities.

In their own programs, which are joint efforts
with the City of East Lansing, the East Lansing school
board provides gymnastics classes, a variety of swim-
ming classes, dance workshops, and various health
classes. The fees for these activities range from
five dollars to twenty-five dollars, with most student
swimming classes ranging between $6.75 and twelve
dollars.3 Many families in Towar Gardens cannot af-
ford to pay these fees, and reduced rates for people
who need them are not available. Other outdoor recrea-
tional facilities are available at the city parks and
school playgrounds. Summer programs are conducted
with playground leaders at each school, including
Whitehills and Donley schools. The problem remains,
however, that for Towar children to take advantage of
these facilities, they must cross Lake Lansing Road.

There are several recreational programs designed
for Towar Gardens youths, but not conducted by school
personnel. These include a 4-H program, a volunteer-
staffed athletic and recreation club, and the newly

formed teenage drop-in center at the Towar Gardens school.

3East Lansing, Board of Education, "East Lansing
Recreation Programs," (East Lansing, Michigan, 1969),
(Mimeographed) .
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The Shamrock 4-H club, consisting of about 60
boys and girls between the ages of 8 and 14, meets once
or twice a week at either the Towar-Hart community cen-
ter or the Whitehills school. Until this year, all
the children in the club were from the Towar Gardens
area; however, over one half of the current membership
is from the Whitehills area. The coordinator of this
program stated that she was encouraged by the integrat-
ing of children from the two communities, and she hoped
that the physical wall between the two neighborhoods
could be broken down as well as the mental wall.4
Activities of the Shamrock 4-H club include sewing,
foods, and nutrition classes for the girls, and wood-
working projects for the boys.

A successful volunteer effort has also been
launched by a member of the Lansing Parks and Recrea-
tion department who plans to incorporate his Towar Gar-
dens program as part of a North Side Athletic and
Recreation Club. In this program, Tuesdays and Thurs-
days during after-school and evening hours are devoted
to working with youngsters from the Towar Gardens area
with athletic and recreational activities at the White-
hills school. Also included in the program are field
trips, skating parties, and recently a visit to a
Mexican exhibit at the Michigan State University

museum where several Mexican-American youngsters from

4 . .
News item in the Ingham County News, "Towar 4-H
spans 'the wall'," February 25, 1970.
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Towar Gardens were given the opportunity to learn more
about their cultural heritage. This program was started
about two years ago with some financial help from civic
groups and churches, plus the cooperation of the East
Lansing Board of Education which offered the use of
school facilities.S

The newest recreation project for Towar Gardens
has been the creation of a teenage drop-in center at
the Towar Gardens school, the culmination of a six
month dialogue between the Towar Action Committee and
the East Lansing Board of Education concerning where
and how the school board could provide indoor recrea-
tional facilities in Towar Gardens for Towar teenagers.
The school board had been reluctant to give up any
space in the Towar school which was being used as a
warehouse; the Towar Action Committee wanted the use
of the entire building, so the outcome could be termed
a compromise settlement.

The drop-in center has been a tremendous success
since it opened in early February of this year. The
first organizational meeting was attended by over
thirty Towar teenagers who elected their own officers,
formed committees, and sponsored two dances which were
attended by overflow crowds of local teenagers. A por-
tion of the 1,500 dollars from OEO to supplement the

SCOPE community center program will be used for the

5News item in the Meridian Towne Courier, "One-man
volunteer effort aids inner-city youngsters," February 3,
1970.
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new drop-in center. Donations of equipment have already
been made for the new center, including a ping pong
table and a pool table.

It is apparent that much has been accomplished
towards meeting the recreational needs of Towar Gardens
children and teenagers, much of it through volunteer
efforts. Progress has been made in obtaining space
for these programs in East Lansing school facilities,
but not without a great deal of effort on the part of
Towar Gardens residents. Since the needs for these
facilities were so apparent, especially for the drop-
in center, there should not have been such a high degree
of reluctance on the part of East Lansing school offi-
cials in providing them.

The degree to which the East Lansing schools
have extended themselves in providing recreational
facilities consists of keeping two school buildings
open extra hours and providing the custodial services
and utilities necessary for the extended hours. School
officials have not provided any manpower for Towar Gar-
dens programs, nor have they extended any special pri-
veleges in their regular recreation programs, such as
reduced swimming fees, for the children in Towar Gardens
whom they know to be economically unable to participate
with the regular fee schedule. This is borne out by

the fact that SCOPE volunteers must take the children
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to the MSU pool for free swimming; they are not allowed,
without charge, to use the East Lansing swimming facili-
ties where the Towar children could associate with other
children their own age.

The special needs of the Towar Gardens community
have not been recognized by the majority of East Lansing
school officials. These needs include outdoor recrea-
tional facilities. The contention that Towar children
can use the Whitehills and Donley school facilities are
not valid; Lake Lansing Road serves as an effective
barrier in keeping the Towar children north of it. The
East Lansing schools have vacant sites where a new war-
house could be built thereby giving the Towar Gardens
area young people the extra room they need in the Towar
Gardens school. The East Lansing school system, until
about a year and a half ago, did not have a warehouse,
and it is doubtful that they need all the room they are
occupying in the Towar Gardens school. The need has
been proven by the numbers of teenagers attending the
new drop-in center; what remains is for the East Lansing
Board of Education to make a commitment to meet that
need.

In reference to providing outdoor recreational
facilities for the Towar Gardens area, it has been the
contention of the school board that Meridian Township

should provide these facilities, or at least provide
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6 The township official

them jointly with the schools.
present at the meeting where this suggestion was made
was non-committal, saying only that he would look into
the possibilities of such an arrangement. Other than
contributing an annual amount of money to the school
districts in Meridian Township for recreation purposes
(1,050 dollars was given to East Lansing in 1969), the
township has done little in providing recreational
facilities. Next will be discussed the potential role
of Meridian Township in providing some of these facili-

ties, as well as meeting the other needs of the Towar

Gardens community.

The Role of Meridian Township

There are a number of ways in which Meridian Town-
ship officials could help meet the needs of Towar Gar-
dens. These needs, to be met, must be dealt with on
both a short-range and long-range basis. The township
board must take the primary responsibility for meeting
the immediate needs of the community, since they alone
have the authority to make binding policy decisions
concerning the implementation of specific programs or
proposals. Another role, and one which could have the
most far reaching consequences for the Towar Gardens
area, must be accepted by the planning commission and
planning department which are in a position to determine

that longer-range goals, policies, and programs are

bstatement by Malcom Katz, East Lansing school
superintendent at the meeting referenced in text.
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consistent with the objectives necessary to solve the
problems and meet the needs of the Towar Gardens com-
munity. This does not mean, though, that the planners
cannot play an important role in solving the most im-
mediate problems of the Towar area; they can do this
primarily by acting as close advisors to the township
board. We shall first consider the most immediate
needs of the Towar area, and ways in which to meet them.

The first priority needs of Towar Gardens are
not necessarily more important than the longer-range
needs, but they are of such a nature that they lend
themselves to a more immediate solution. These needs
include, (1) the removal of junk automobiles and other
nuisance factors from the neighborhood, (2) the estab-
lishment of additional recreation facilities, (3) the
improvement of communication channels between the town-
ship and other governmental units and agencies concerned
with the Towar area, including the coordination of
activities and improvement of communication between
township officiaLs and the people of Towar Gardens,
and (4) the maximization of citizen participation in
conjunction with (3) above, and as a framework for
estabhlishing longer-range goals and the programs neces-
sary to achieve them.

The removal of nuisance factors from Towar Gar-

dens could do a great deal in improving the appearance
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of the area which is necessary, not only for esthetic
or health reasons, but also to improve the image of
the area. Progress has been made in getting reluctant
homeowners and landlords to remove junk from their pro-
perties, but not without a concerted effort in recent
weeks. The number of junked automobiles in the area
has been reduced from nearly 180 a year ago to about
10 at the present time. A major problem, according to
the building inspector, is that certain people pull
"new" junk automobiles back into the area almost as
fast as they are forced to remove them.

In early March of this year, five Meridian Town-
ship residents were arraigned by the Ingham County Dis-
trict Court on charges of violating the township nuisance
ordinance. Four of the five violations occurred in the
Towar Gardens area. This was the first time that war-
rants had been issued for violators of the ordinance,
and the action was happily received by many residents
of Towar Gardens who had been advocating prosecution.
Whether or not this action will serve as a deterent
to other existing or potential ordinance violators re-
mains to be seen; however, it has served as notice that
the township is becoming stricter in enforcing its
nuisance ordinance.

The problem still exists, however, that a lack of

adequate manpower in the Meridian Township building
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department for enforcement of the nuisance ordinance may

lead to a regression to the previous policy of non-enforcement,
particularly if residential building trends increase in the
twonship which would increase the amount of necessary in-
spection time and decrease the time available for nuisance

and zoning ordinance enforcement. For this reason, the town-
ship should seriously consider applying for a federal code
enforcement grant which would provide up to three-fourth of

eligible costs "...for the planning and execution of the code

enforcement program and the provision of certain street im-

provements."7 As part of this program, financial assistance

in the form of direct three per cent interest loans and grants

of up to 3,000 dollars would be available to eligible area

residents. The avowed purpose of this program is to
...restore the stability of basically sound but deterior-
ating neighborhoods by providing adequate public facili-
ties and by using code enforcement as a preventative
action to reverse the forces of blight before more drastic
action, such as extensive rehabilitation or clearance,
becomes necessary.8

To be eligible for receiving such a grant, the township

would have to: have a certified Workable Program for

Community Improvement; be carrying out an effective

program of code enforcement; agree to maintain normal

levels of expenditures for code enforcement; agree to

provide relocation assistance to any persons displaced

7Office of Economic Opportunity, Catalogue of
Federal Domestic Assistance (Washington: Government
Printing Office, 1969), p. 320.

81pid.
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by project activities; provide at local expense those
public facilities not eligible for project costs, but
which are necessary to accomplish the purpose of the
program.9

One of the requirements for a Workable Program
is a housing code, which the township has never formally
adopted. This code must be in effect for a minimum of
six months before certification of a Workable Program
will be given. Therefore, to apply for a code enforce-
ment grant as soon as possible, the township should
adopt a suitable housing code at the earliest possible
date. The establishment of such a code enforcement pro-
gram would help considerably in removing one of the
most serious blighting influences in the Towar Gardens
neighborhood, the junked automobiles and other accumu-
lated rubbish.

The establishment of additional recreation facili-
ties in Towar Gardens is another of the immediate needs
of the community. There are at least three ways in
which the township could become involved in providing
these recreational facilities: (1) by helping existing
or new volunteer organizations now providing these ser-
vices, such as the East Lansing High School Spanish
Club, the SCOPE volunteers, and the North Side Athletic
and Recreation Club, (2) by inviting the East Lansing

public schools to cooperate in the school-park program,

Ibid.
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and implementing the program on vacant school-owned
land in Towar Gardens, and (3) by applying for outside
aids for recreation programs, such as state and/or
federal funds.

Some of the existing volunteer organizations con-
cerned with recreation in Towar Gardens could do a more
effective job with help from the township government.
The high school Spanish Club has been somewhat stymied
in its efforts to provide a playground north of Lake
Lansing Road. First, their advisor has been ill and
unable to put forth an intensive effort in building
the playground and, second, much of the equipment and
expertise needed to improve the vacant lot, such as
grading and constructing a fence to keep the smaller
children away from Lake Lansing Road, is not available
to either the Spanish Club or other residents of the
community. Meridian Township has both the equipment
and personnel to help the Spanish Club construct the
playground facilities which, even though intended as
temporary facilities, could help meet the children's
needs until a more adequate permanent site was developed.
In the case of the SCOPE program at the Towar-Hart com-
munity center and the North Side Athletic and Recreation
Club activities at the Whitehills school, the township
could at least commend their efforts in the form of a
resolution and ask if there was any further support that

they could give.
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The Meridian Township board in 1965 entered into
an agreement with the Haslett and Okemos Boards of Edu-
cation to promote the multiple use concept of land re-
sources by establishing school-parks, the cost and
maintenance of which would be shared jointly by the

10 The East

school boards and township government.
Lansing Board of Education was not included in the
agreement; however, to date this fact has not made

much difference since the agreement has yet to be im-
plemented between any of the participating units. The
reason for this has been that Meridian Township was
financially unable to implement it, and had no active
parks and recreation committee or department to admin-
ister such a program. The outlook for such a program
is much brighter today since Meridian is at the thres-
hold of cityhood which in all likelihood would also
mean the establishment of a parks and recreation de-
partment or the reactivation of a parks commission.

In anticipation of being able to implement the school-
park concept in the near future, the Meridian Township
board should invite the East Lansing Board of Education
to participate in the program. In that way, planning
efforts now underway could account for possible town-
ship development of outdoor recreational facilities on

either of the two parcels of land in Towar Gardens which

are owned by the East Lansing schools. Thus, a more

10okemos Board of Education, Haslett Board of Edu-
cation, and Meridian Township, "School Park Agreement"
(Haslett, Michigan: January 30, 1965). (Mimeographed.)
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permanent park could be in existence by the time the
three year lease expires on the land planned for play-
ground development by the Spanish Club.

A third way in which the township could help pro-
vide needed recreational facilities for Towar Gardens
would be to secure the additional funds necessary to
either acquire a township park in the neighborhood, or
to construct the necessary facilities on one of the
East Lansing school district sites. These additional
funds could come from the state and/or federal govern-
ment, or from private donations. The township recently
applied for a portion of the multi-million dollar
recreation bonds administered by the state Department
of Natural Resources. This application was rejected by
the state, but a new application will be filed as soon
as possible. The first application mentioned the needs
of the township, and particularly the needs of some of
the poorer areas such as Towar Gardens, but it did not
propose any facilities specifically for the people who
needed them the most, i.e., the Towar area. What was
proposed included the development of a lake on the
township-owned property north of Meridian Mall. This
lake would be part of a community park which the town-
ship, including Towar Gardens, is in need of. However,
more of a need exists for smaller parks and playfields
in areas such as Towar Gardens, since these facilities

would not only serve as recreational areas, but would
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also serve to upgrade the general neighborhood quality.

For this reason, the next application by the township for
state recreational funds should include a proposal for some
recreational facility in the Towar Gardens area.'

Financial assistance for recreation facilities is
also available from the federal government. One such pro-
gram, Outdoor Recreation Financial Assistance, makes grants
available on a fifty-fifty matching basis for approved proj-
ects, one of which is urban playgrounds. One stipulation
of the grant is that the facility fit into the state's com-
prehensive outdoor recreation plan.ll The possibility of
obtaining a grant such as this should be thoroughly explored
by township officials, particularly if funds from other
sources are not available.12

The third important role that Meridian Township
could, and should, play in helping to meet the needs of
the Towar Gardens community is that of a coordinator of
activities and disseminator of information through im-
proved channels of communication.

The need for increased coordination in govern-

mental activities is often thought to be important only

in larger metropolitan areas. However, the need for

llOffice of Economic Opportunity, op. cit., p. 343.

121t should be noted that the City of East Lansing
has obtained both federal and state grants for their parks
and recreation programs. The planning area for East Lansing
includes the Towar Gradens area, and a park has been pro-
posed west of Whitehills school south of Lake Lansing Road.
Towar residents have asked the City of East Lansing for a
neighborhood park north of Lake Lansing Road, and the issue
has not been resolved to date.
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this coordination in Meridian Township, especially in and
for the Towar Gardens area, has become increasingly important.
Governmental services are provided by the township (fire and
police protection, public works, assessing, planning), by
the East Lansing school district (education and recreation)
and by the county (roads and road maintenance, drainage,
social and welfare services, and public health). When volun-
teer efforts are added to these governmental activities, the
question to who should be doing what becomes particularly
troublesome. This has been one of the primary causes for
frequent complaints by Towar residents of too much "red tape"
and "passing the buck” in determining whose responsibility it
is to provide certain services. If measures can be taken in
larger metropolitan areas to reduce inefficiencies and dupli-
cation of services, surely such measures can be taken in
Meridian Township.

A step in this direction has been taken in the

background studies for an Information and Communications

Plan being prepared by the Meridian Township planning
commission as part of their "701" planning program. The
study includes an inventory of governmental and profes-
sional services available to the people of the township,
as well as an inventory of community service organiza-

13 The results of this

tions and their effectiveness.
study should indicate where improvements could be made

in providing better services to Towar Gardens. These

13Meridian Charter Township Planning Commission,
"Outline--Information and Communication Plan" (Haslett, Mich-
igan) (Mimeographed).
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results should be made available to all governmental
and service organizations involved in the township, and
the Meridian Township Board of Trustees should take the
initiative and bring representatives of these organiza-
tions together to discuss how duplications of effort
could be minimized and services maximized. The township
board has initiated such meetings with the two major
school districts in the township, Okemos and Haslett,
but has not attempted it on a larger scale with several
organizations. Such meetings should be fruitful for
each organization as well as the people of Towar
Gardens.

Better methods of communication are necessary,
not only between Meridian Township and other units of
government, but also between township officials and
residents of the Towar Gardens community. The township
officials have never fully understood the needs of the
Towar area, just as Towar Gardens residents have never
understood why the township was not able to meet all of
their needs. It was difficult for Towar residents to
look across Lake Lansing Road and see all the city ser-
vices provided for the Whitehills subdivision, while
they were receiving so few. (They may not have realized,
either, that their local government taxes were only about
one-fourth the amount paid by East Lansing residents.)

Local newspapers served as a forum for charges and
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counter-charges between Towar residents and township
officials; most face-to-face meetings between the two
groups were non-productive simply because adequate ex-
planations for their actions were not offered by town-
ship officials.

As mentioned previously, the potential of local
neighborhood groups to contribute to community decision-
making dpends on at least three broad factors, one of
which is the communication process. Referring again

to the township planners' Information and Communication

Plan, its stated purpose is to create "A plan for in-
creasing citizen awareness and involvement in the
growth and development of their community..."14 Also

stated in the outline of the plan is that,

We...assume that a communication problem exists
between public and private problem-solving
agencies, and potential recipients of problem-
solving services.

The awareness that such a problem exists is at least
a start towards solving the problem. The Meridian
Township planners should continue to investigate the
problems caused by the lack of communication and, more
importantly, ensure that the township board knows about
the problem and what steps they can take to alleviate it.
During a recent misunderstanding between the
Towar Action Committee and the township board concerning

actions taken by a township official, a suggestion was

l41pi4.
151pia.
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made by the new board member from Towar Gardens that
the township board meet privately with the action com-
mittee to discuss their needs and what might be done
to meet them; however, such a meeting was rejected by
board members in favor of solving the immediate crisis
situation. This method of problem-solving can only
lead to increased misunderstandings between government
and people, as well as inefficiencies and probable
higher costs in meeting the long-range needs of Towar
Gardens.

Increased communication almost always means in-
creased citizen participation. Increased citizen par-
ticipation almost always means more meetings and addi-
tional work for political leaders and appointed govern-
ment officials. This is one reason why citizen partici-
pation is so often talked about and so seldom practiced.
The planners in Meridian Township are in one of the
best positions to actively solicit citizen participa-
tion, particularly in the development of their compre-
hensive plan. Although exigencies of meeting unrealis-
tically short deadlines precluded extensive citizen
participation in the actual preparation of all portions
of that plan, some effort should have been made to meet
with Towar Action Committee representatives in determin-
ing the long and short-range programs necessary to meet

their needs, particularly when one of their greatest
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needs is increased communication to and from township
hall.

The importance of citizen participation, types
of citizen participation, and methods of achieving
citizen participation, have been the subject of liter-
ally hundreds of articles, books, monographs, govern-
ment studies, and theses in recent years, and to explore
any number of them is outside the scope of this dis-
cussion. The very foundations of planning principles
have been rocked by debates over the meaningfulness
and efficacy of citizen participation. Citizen partici-
pation has, in a sense, become a way of life in Towar
Gardens in recent months; but it is participation in
the form of an alliance to fight the "enemy" at town-
ship hall, as well as the "enemy" of junk automobiles,
dilapidated housing, and discrimination. The people
in Towar Gardens recognized the influence they could
have on governmental decision-making by demanding that
their rights to certain services be recognized. The
real tragedy is that the excellent leadership abilities
and energies which came out of the Towar Gardens com-
munity had to be directed towards fighting township
hall instead of working with township officials to find
common solutions to the problems at hand. Hopefully,
the attitudes of township officials will change and

take advantage of the spirit and energies of a dedicated
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group of people who are willing to spend many hours
improving their own neighborhood. Perhaps the change
to city status, if it becomes a reality, will hasten
efforts to improve channels of communication through
increased citizen participation.

The short-range needs of Towar Gardens have
been discussed, as well as possible programs to help
meet them. The longer-range needs include a compre-
hensive program to guide private development in that
area to further enhance the environment which should
be much improved through the shorter range code en-
forcement program. This longer range program, which
should be formulated with the residents of Towar Gar-
dens similarly to the short-range program, could include
a street paving program, additional public relation
efforts to further upgrade the image of the area, and
plans for increasing the amount of police protection
in the area. Many of these efforts could be initiated
by Meridian Township planners.

The role in which township planners could be
most helpful would be that in which their special
expertise lies (at least the expertise of most planners),
i.e., determining what kind of future growth should
occur in the neighborhood. Changes will be taking
place in the near future which could have far reaching

effects on the Towar Gardens area, particularly the
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extension of Hagadorn Road to Birchrow Drive, a project
which will be carried out in conjunction with the de-
velopment of Carriage Hill Estates directly east of the
Towar area. The impact of these changes on Towar Gar-
dens must be accounted for, whether the expected results
would be favorable or unfavorable. Of particular im-
portance to the long-range development of the Towar
area are plans of the Whitehills Development Corpora-
tion which owns nearly seventy parcels of land in the
Towar area. Everyone wonders what Mr. White's future
plans are for the area. Towar residents wonder. Town-
ship officials wonder. Who knows? Undoubtedly Mr.
White knows, at least tentatively/speculatively, what
his future plans for the area entail. Apparently no
one has bothered to ask him, since he was not the

least bit reluctant to discuss them with the writer

of this thesis. Again, the lack of communication
between individuals and groups has led to a prolifer-
ation of misinformation and misunderstanding. The town-
ship planners should take the initiative to get these
groups together--Towar residents, township officials,
and Mr. White--to discuss the future of Towar Gardens
and to formulate specific policies to achieve agreed-
upon goals. In this way the communication gap could

be closed, at least partially, while serving as spring-
board to formulating realistic action programs for the

future of Towar Gardens.
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The missing link in the triumverate of roles to be
discussed is, of course, the people of Towar Gardens them-
selves., What should they expect from government officials?
What issues should they pursue? And finally, what internal
organizational structure will best help them achieve their

goals and objectives?

The Role of the Towar Gardens Community

The people to Towar Gardens have found a means of
changing their status in the community, as well as a means
for accomplishing some of their immediate objectives; this
means has been through the organized use of power--Towar

Power., As stated by Clarence King in his book, Working with

People in Community Action,

More and more it seems that meaningful change in the

status of the poor is not likely to come about--except

very slowly, indeed--through the benevolent paternalism

or good will of the majoritarian society. 1In the face

of this situation some see no real alternative to the 6

mobilization and exercise of power by the poor themselves.
There is no doubt that this exercise of power through the for-
mation of the Towar Action Committee has not been successful.
Recently, warrants were issued for the arrest of several per-
sons refusing to comply with the Meridian Township zoning and
nuisance ordinances, a measure not previously taken despite
twenty-one years or unorganized protests from the Towar Gardens

community, as well as from other areas of the township.

Although there is no doubt of the past and present effectiveness

16Warner Bloomberg Jr. and Henry J. Schmandt, Power,
Poverty, and Urban Policy (urban Affairs Annual Reviews,
Vol. 2., Beverly Hills, California: Sage Publications, Inc.,
1968), p. 252.
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of the Towar Action Committee, the question remains as to
what their organizational structure and strategies should
be in the future to best reach their objectives.

There are both advantages and disadvantages to the
formation (in this case, continuation) of neighborhood
organizations. 1In discussing the pros and cons of formal
groups, Irwin Sanders cites the following advantages:

l. An organization provides mutual stimulation among
the members. The greater the number of people
working on a topic, the greater will be the social
experience brought to bear on that topic.

2. An organization fixes certain responsibilities and
duties both upon its officers and its members...
Thus, through organization, people can be more
certain that specific jobs will be done.

3. An organization gives continuity to a program since
it provides for one set of officers to suceed another
and for self renewal in the taking in of new members.

4, Forming an organization gives public recognition to
programs, because most people upon learnin? of a new
group will ask what it has set out to do.l

Also in that discussion, the following disadvantages of for-
mal organizations are noted:

l. An informal group [more than a formal group] at times
may assure the cooperation of everyone on a more

equal footing.

2. An organization may meet the opposition of vested inter-
ests or of other groups already strongly established.

17John C. Freeman, "The Potential of Local Citizen
Organizations for Contributing to the Planning Decision
Making Process" (unpublished Master's thesis, Michigan State
University, East Lansing, Michigan, 1966), pp. 62-63, citing
Irwin Sanders, Making Good Communities Better (Lexington,
Kentucky Press, 1953), pp. 61-63.
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3. If the activity is of short-run nature and must be
accomplished quickly, there is no need to give it
the permanance implied in a formal organization.

4, In some communities, people do not have a good
record of working together in organizations. Formal
groups often become debating societies where more
friction than cooperation results.,

5. People representing different groups and interests
often can work out programs requiring compromise
much better on an informal basis.

Undoubtedly the advantages of formal group action in Towar
Gardens have far outweighed the disadvantages since they
achieved several objectives which were not attainable through
unorganized or less formal group action.

This is not to say that the Towar Action Committee has
existed without internal difficulties. On the contrary,
there have been problems of disinterest once an immediate
objective had been reached, which subsequently led to an
unequal and unfair distribution of the work load for achieving
objectives. Jennings writes,

When TAC completed their cleanup day, there was a slight

amount of apathy on the part of two committee members

whether further organizational outputs would justify
their inputs of personal commitments. These two members
resigned saying they really were not really [sic] "inter-
ested in recreation stuff."19

Jennings goes on to say that it was nothing serious and

that two new members were easily found.20 However, when

this writer attended an Action Committee meeting in

November 1969, there was some degree of concern expressed

181pid.

19Jennings, op. cit., p. 58.

201pi4.
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about a growing lack of interest on the part of some
members who failed to attend committee meetings. Also
at this meeting, the chairman of the TAC resigned say-
ing he could no longer afford to spend the needed time
on their activities. A new chairman was elected at
that time, a woman who previously and subsequently
was the most active member of the committee.

Also at that November 1969 meeting, the Towar
Action Committee was presented with the following list

of recommendations, formulated by Mr. Jennings, designed

to "...innovate or renovate or maintain the TAC..."21

l. Keep the size of the committee small, so the
personal touch stays in and people will feel
wanted and needed.

2. "Taking a vacation" from the push of activities
occasionally will give the committee time for
reflection, refreshment, and restoration.

3. Do not allow a few to do it all.

4. Maintain good leadership in the group. Too
few people willing to do the work, or all
Indians and no chiefs could become a serious
threat to the group.

5. Prevent subgroups and factions from splintering
off to other goals or from taking over the com-
mittee and doing harm to the program.

6. Prevent becoming wound up in "red tape," and
from allowing organizational structure from
impeding the group's action. The more machin-
ery that is set up, the more chance there is
that something can go wrong with the machinery.

7. Be watchful of indecision. The group can burn
up a great deal of energy, hard work, but never
decide to move and make progress.

2l1pid., p. 60.
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8. Maintain a list of priorities. Keep the list
before the group, crossing off accomplishments
as they occur. Send minutes of meetings to all
members as a record of what action was taken
and which members consented to do which things.

Some of the above recommendations were directed toward
then-existing problem situations, such as warning against
letting a few people do all the work. Most of the recom-
mendations, however, were warnings against changing
previously successful methods of operation.

A decision which the Towar Action Committee will
have to make in the future will be whether to continue
to "go it alone," or whether to seek help for their
neighborhood organization through an instrument such
as the Community Action Program (CAP). The Towar com-
munity's reluctance to depend on outside help was evi-
dent in meetings with Office of Economic Opportunity
officials when discussing the availability of funds
for a Towar recreation program. Feelings expressed
were that outside sources of funds were necessary, but
not outside influences or controls which might dictate
the types of recreational activities to be carried on
in the Towar community. Of particular concern was a
fear expressed that the SCOPE volunteers from Michigan
State University might have to change their program in
some way to meet federal guidelines. This fear was
enhanced by the fact that the SCOPE volunteer program

had been so well liked by the Towar Gardens children.

—y
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Committee members agreed to accept federal aid only
after the OEO representative said she was sure that
the present program would be satisfactory.

The reluctance of the Towar community to accept
federal guidelines for a recreation program would prob-
ably mean that a program such as the OEO sponsored
Community Action Program would not be suitable for
their community. This does not mean, however, that
lessons could not be learned from other federally-
aided community projects. Factors and techniques for
the successful conduct of group activities have been
formulated by the Office of Economic Opportunity from
lessons they have learned in the administration of
the Community Action Program. Many of the federally-
aided neighborhood groups, as indicated in case study
reports, have had problems similar to those of the
Towar Gardens community, and it appears that their
suggested techniques would be very helpful for the
Towar Action Committee in their continuing program
for achieving short-range and long-range goals. These
suggested techniques include: (1) a plan of action,
(2) a well documented case with specific proposals,

(3) access to training and technical assistance, (4)
self-help efforts, (5) community-wide support, (6) publi-

city and public education, and (7) action by the group.22

22Unitec‘i States Office of Economic Opportunity, "Par-

ticipation of the Poor in the Community Decision-Making Pro-
cess" (Washington: Government Printing Office, August, 1969),
p. 14.
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The plan of action must be composed of several
elements including the information that will be needed,
the resources that will be needed to achieve each goal,
the implications of alternative courses of action, and

23 The Towar

a timetable for each phase of the plan.
Action Committee has not formulated this type of plan,
partly because they have never formally taken the step
which proceeds this, the formulation of goals. They
have discussed areas of concern or problems--substand-
ard housing, lack of recreational facilities, inadequate
police protection, etc.--but the committee has not
transformed problem statements into goal-oriented
statements designed to overcome the problems. A first
priority for the TAC then should be, if they wish to
remain a viable community organization, to adopt a set
of goals and objectives, after which the plan of action
can be formulated.

Well-documented evidence of need is also required
to "sell" the Towar community's program to other groups,
particularly government officials. All too often the
TAC has come before the Meridian Township board with
complaints of "lots of junked cars" in their neighbor-
hood or "dangerous traffic conditions" on Lake Lansing
Road, when they should be saying, for example, that

"there are 73 junked cars" or "latest counts show a

traffic volume of 1,800 vehicles per day on Lake Lansing

231pi4.
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Road." Also, in reference to their recreational needs,
the committee should take neighborhood surveys of the
number of children who would use these facilities so
that the need can be proven with figures and not only
on the basis of emotions.

Training and technical assistance are necessary
to help the Towar community in developing proposals and
carrying out projects. This assistance could come from
persons both within and outside the Towar Gardens
neighborhood. Help of this nature has already been
secured from persons such as James Jennings, the prin-
cipal of Whitehills school, and Robert Cavazos, a
recreation specialist for the City of Lansing, who is
directing a volunteer recreation program. However,
additional technical help would better enable the com-
munity to run their own program. An advocate planner
would be an excellent example of the kind of technical
advice which would be helpful.

The effectiveness of self-help efforts cannot
be over-emphasized, since nearly everything the Towar
community has accomplished has been through self-help.
The establishment of an annual clean-up day is one
example of how self-help has been successful in Towar
Gardens. These self-help efforts indicate to the rest
of the community the real concern and dedication of a

neighborhood group in help to solve their own problems.
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This should help improve the image of Towar Gardens
which is, in itself, one of the community's most debili-
tating problems.

Community-wide support, i.e., the support of
people outside the Towar Gardens area, is important for
several reasons. First, the community-at-large can
contribute technical advice from its supply of techni-
cally oriented people, particularly those associated
with the university. Second, they can create awareness
of Towar's problems in the larger community, thereby
helping to mobilize the resources necessary to solve
the problems and, at the same time, help to improve the
image of Towar Gardens in the Meridian/East Lansing
community. And finally, they can exert influence (or
pressure) on governmental officials and agencies to do
more in helping to solve Towar's problems.

Publicity is another key to the successful continu-
ation of improvement efforts in Towar Gardens. The role
of newspaper coverage in past projects has had a signifi-
cant influence on the success of their program, particu-
larly in chiding government officials into action.
Newspaper reports have also led to increased community
support and donations for several projects. For example,
a ping pong table and pool table have already been donated
for the newly-opened teenage drop-in center. If further

organization takes place within the Towar Action
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Committee, such as the formal establishment of goals
and priorities, the newspapers, radio, and television
would be excellent mediums to transmit the new program
throughout the community. This press coverage also
serves to upgrade the image of the Towar area since
the concern of the people over their environment is

obvious through their self-help efforts.

Summarx

From the preceding discussion, it can be seen
that the role of the Towar Gardens community itself
can be very significant in solving their problems and
meeting their needs through group action. The community
has proven itself to be capable of exercising consider-
able power through good leadership and perseverance.
The time has come, however, for reflection upon past
accomplishments as well as unmet needs to determine
the best alternatives for future action. No one can
tell the Towar Gardens community what courses of action
they should pursue in the future, for these are decisions
they must make for themselves. If past performances
are an indication of future potentials, the people of
Towar Gardens will continue to control their own des-
tiny in an effective manner.

Despite good leadership and enthusiasm, the
Towar Gardens community will not be able to solve their

problems alone, nor should they be expected to. They
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pay taxes and are entitled to governmental services
which, they feel, they have not been receiving. Al-
though located in Meridian Township, the Towar Gardens
community is served by a multiplicity of government
agencies including the East Lansing school system,
Ingham County, and the federal government through the
Office of Economic Opportunity, as well as the town-
ship government. What is needed is a coordinated
attack on the problems of Towar Gardens, a function
which is not presently undertaken by any governmental
unit or agency. This function could best be carried
out by Meridian Township as part of a new relationship
to work more closely with the people of Towar Gardens.
Again, it should be reiterated that improved communi-
cations between township government and the people of
Towar Gardens is of primary importance in achieving
mutual understanding. When an understanding is reached
of what services the local governments can provide to
Towar Gardens, and what services they are unable to
provide, then alternative courses of action can be
formulated and pursued.

The role of planners in improving the Towar
Gardens situation could be significant, should they
choose to accept that role. This includes planning
commissioners and the planning staff at Meridian Town-

ship, as well as other planners in the community who
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could act as advocate planners in helping to identify
goals, and programs to implement them, for the Towar
community. Planners are usually quick to point out
their special expertise in viewing the many facets and
implications of a particular problem situation; however,
too often they limit their thinking to government
agency problems without including some very real "peo-
ple problems" within the community. Some further im-
plications of the Towar Gardens situation, and other
situations like it, will be examined in the next

chapter.



CHAPTER IV

A BROADER PERSPECTIVE: LESSONS FOR
PLANNERS (AND OTHERS)

The preceding chapters have traced the history of
the Towar Gardens community in respect to its character-
istics, its problems and how they evolved, and the
reluctance of governmental agencies to contribute sig-
nificantly to the amelioration of these problems and
their underlying causes. Discussed were the substandard:
government services dating back to the 1930's, particu-
larly the lack of code enforcement after a zoning
ordinance was adopted in 1948, and the reluctance to
provide adequate recreational facilities for the area.
It was also pointed out that corrective measures could
be taken by government officials, particularly those
of Meridian Township, without expending significantly
larger sums of money. The important role played by
citizen organizations, particularly the Towar Action
Committee, but also including volunteer efforts of
SCOPE, The North Side Athletic and Recreation Club,
and others was examined in light of what they have
already achieved and what they could expect to accomp-

lish in the future.
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Some of the other themes discussed in this paper
included the importance of communication, both as a
public relations device and as a tool to coordinate
governmental and volunteer services, the importance
that image and self-concept play in the lives of people
and their goals and aspirations, whether it is the
image of a group of people, per se, or the image of
their neighborhood, and the importance of citizen par-
ticipation. Any one of these topics is, of course,
important enough to be treated by itself at the aca-
demic level attempted in this thesis, as indeed these
topics have been discussed numerous times at the thesis
level as well as in other academic endeavors. The
overriding theme, however, was the necessity of govern-
ment officials, especially planners, to recognize the
special needs of a particular neighborhood and the
people who live in it, and to initiate open channels
of communication with these people to help them solve
their problems.

This help is needed not only for the inner-city
ghetto areas where problems are compounded by racial
discrimination, widespread unemployment, and high rates
of crime, but is needed also in areas such as Towar
Gardens where the majority of people are not disad-
vantaged except in the image they present to the com-

munity at large. The debilitating effect this
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discrimination, both subtle and overt, has on the youth
of Towar Gardens is particularly disturbing, for this
holds a promise for little more than a perpetuation of
the current situation. The greatest encouragement has
been, in recent months, the exercise of power by the
people of Towar Gardens themselves and, as a result,
some commitment by Meridian Township and the East Lan-
sing Board of Education to help them with the services
and facilities they need. The Towar Action Committee
has shown that, at least in their case, tactics involv-
ing violence or other forms of socially unacceptable
behavior are not necessary in the exercise of citizen
power--only persistence is really necessary, although
more dogmatic strengths, such as a good organizational
structure, also are helpful.

Although the people of Towar Gardens have done
much in the past year to improve their neighborhood,
they should not be expected to do the work that govern-
ment agencies are supposed to provide. But what should
their local government provide? Is it just parks, play-
grounds, and code enforcement, or is it more? More
specifically, what is the role of the planner, both pro-
fessional and commissioner, within the confines of a
governmental agency? Specific recommendations were
offered previously on how government officials and

others could help the Towar Gardens community. Next, we
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will explore the changing role of planners in general,
along with some thoughts on participatory democracy

and citizen involvement.

The Changing Role of Planners

No one can contest the fact that planners have
become much more aware in the past decade of the social
implications of physical plan proposals. Not that all
planners, or even a very large percentage of them have
changed their land use perspective into a broader social
orientation, but they could not have helped being
deluged with articles, monographs, books, convention
speeches, "confrontations," etc. dealing with this sub-
ject matter. No doubt many planners have sat back while
listening to someone lament the gquality of human life in
"Central City," saying to themselves, "I'm sure glad I
don't have all those social problems in my suburbl!" Or
do they? Meridian Township is a suburb. And for the
most part, an "upper class" one at that. 1Is it possible
that almost all urban or suburban areas have their own
"Towar Gardens," whether their problems are their image,
an accumulation of rubbish, or simply a feeling that
their local government officials have treated them un-
fairly? If this is the case, what can be done about it
by planners?

In discussing the changing role of the planner in

today's society, Herbert Gans says,
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...the outcomes of architectural and site planning,
and of most policies which seek to change the
'physical' environment, have little impact on the
behavior patterns and values of people. Planning
which aims to improve living conditions must ad-
dress itself to the significant causal elements

of these conditions, w&ich are usually econonic,
social, and political.

In the case of Towar Gardens, the problems are somewhat
economically and physically oriented, but the real under-
lying causes are social and political--social ostricism
and political inaction. Some have said that the social
barrier between Towar Gardens and East Lansing could be
bridged if only the physical wall between them were re-
moved. This is doubtful, since the physical wall repre-
sents only a symbol of deeper feelings of antagonism
and distrust. As Suzanne Keller says in a sociological
analysis of the urban neighborhood: "...social solidar-
ity and cooperation are less responsive to physical lay-
out than planners would wish.“2

In the political sphere, the ability to solve
problems such as those found in Towar Gardens depends
a great deal on the organizational structure of local
government and, so far as the planner is concerned,

where he fits into that organizational structure. One

lHerbert J. Gans, People and Plans: Essays on
Urban Problems and Solutions (New York: Basic Books,
Inc., 1968), pp. viil & 1iX.

2Suzanne Keller, The Urban Neighborhood: A
Sociological Perspective (New York: Random House,
1968), p. 145. '
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of the greatest tests of that organizational structure
is its ability to communicate effectively inderdepart-
mentally, as well as with other governmental agencies
and individual citizens and groups within the community.
In respect to communication within the governmental
structure, the planner can act effectively as a collec-
tor, synthesizer, and disseminator of information re-
lating to observed problem situations. These informa-
tion reports should not be limited to the usual planning
documents of background studies, plans, or zoning re-
visions, but should also include reports on problems
which need immediate attention, such as the short-range
needs of the Towar Gardens community. In discussing
this changing role of the planner, Herbert Gans says,

Physical determinism is...being replaced by a
broader system approach which seeks to deal with
the causes of the problem. In this conception of
the planning process, land-use studies are less
relevant, and...planners are turning to surveys
of the present behavior and future wants of the
population for whom they are planning, analyses of
the quality of opportunities and social services
now available to them, and economic as well as
political studies to determine the feasibility
and the consequences of the programs and policies
they recommend.

This conception of planning also presages a
change in the role of the planner. The city plan-
ner is no longer a nonpolitical formulator of long
range ideals, but is becoming an advisor to elected
and appointed officials, providing them with recom-
mendations_and technical information on current
decisions.>

3Gans, op. cit., p. 69.
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Thus, the planner should act as an advisor to the person
or persons capable of making policy decisions involving
the expenditure of resources, the providing of services,
or the coordination of government agencies and action
programs. The person to whom the planner should be re-
sponsible as a disseminator of information should be
someone with authority to act on recommendations, or
someone with enough influence to get a city council or
township board to act.

The organizational structure of local government
must also be condusive to encouraging and supporting
citizen participation, the most important ingredient of
communication, whether this organizational structure
is the formal one set forth in a charter, or whether
it is an informal working agreement. Community needs
such as those found in the Towar Gardens area, in all
likelihood, cannot be solved without the direct par-
ticipation of the residents experiencing the problems.
In fact, it is in cases such as this that citizen par-
ticipation can be most fruitful because much more in-
terest can be generated in people who know that plans
or project proposals are going to affect them directly.
Planners often chide the public for not participating
in hearings for comprehensive plans or other general
types of planning proposals. Such was the experience

recently in Meridian Township where three public meetings
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were held to discuss a proposed Development Policy

Plan. Average attendance at these meetings was about
twelve persons, while a recent public hearing concerning
a proposed mobile home park in Meridian attracted over
150 persons. The lessons are obvious. People, for the
most part, do not choose to participate unless they will
be directly involved in, or affected by, some decision
to be made. The possibility that a plan may have some
effect on their lives sometime in the future is not
enough; there must be, to borrow a phrase from another
period in our history, a "clear and present danger"
which could manifest itself as a problem situation in

a short period of time.

The increased emphasis on citizen participation
in recent years has come about chiefly through the
efforts of two groups of people: the socially-aware
planners and other government officials, and the pre-
viously "powerless" citizens who recognized that only
through organized group action and protest would their
needs be met by the majoritarian society. Many of
these planners have discussed ways in which citizen
participation can become more effective through co-
operative efforts with local government officials,
rather than a series of confrontations between the two
groups as was the case in the Towar Gardens community.
Harleigh Trecker says that in a democratic society,

professional planners
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...do not make the plans; rather they help people
to make their own plans by giving aid to the pro-
cess of planning. The professional worker must
know the questions rather than the answers. A few
of the questions are these; What are the needs?
What is our function in relation to these needs?
What are the most serious gaps, and the most acute
problems? What are the resources? What coordination
of effort is needed?4
The development of citizen participation is not as
painful as some planners are led to believe. If it is
approached in the right way, it can make the planner's
job easier, as well as more fruitful. Talent banks of
enthusiasm and keen perceptiveness about local problems
and needs exist in even the most "disadvantaged" neigh-
borhoods. These talents should be tapped by planners
to enhance the potential for solving problems at the
grass-roots level.

Before any of these efforts for increased problem-
solving effectiveness, including better coordination of
services and better communication through citizen par-
ticipation, can be a reality, planners and other persons
within the ranks of governmental officialdom must make
a commitment--a commitment and willingness to scratch
beneath the surface of the physical environment to root
out those social and political problems which often are

the primary causes of maladies, not only for past and

present generations, but also for those children existing

4Ernest B. Harper and Arthur Durham (eds.),
Community Organization in Action (New York: Association
Press, 1959), p. 215.
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and yet unborn who will be subjected to the very same
problems in the future. The latent potential within
each person is too valuable a resource to that individual
and to society to be squandered because of hostilities
and discriminatory actions directed towards a group of
children whose only liability is that they live in the
"wrong" neighborhood. This commitment also involves
the realization that the needs of individual groups
within a political unit must be met; to be complacent
with the knowledge that most of the people in a com-
munity have access to those rights which are universal,
particularly the right to be accepted for one's worth
and not be rejected on the basis of false-image social
ostricism, is not sufficient. The fact that any group,
sub-group, or neighborhood is not afforded these uni-
versal rights should be sufficient reason to initiate
actions to relieve the problems. Without a commitment
to solve these problems, the future will not be very
bright, indeed.

In summary, it can be said that the following
efforts should be made by planners to alleviate problem
situations such as those found in the Towar Gardens
community. The planner should:

1. Make a commitment to help solve problem situa-
tions normally thought to be outside the realm
of the "physical planner." This commitment in-
volves trying to help solve the underlying

causes, such as social ostracism and political
inaction, of problem situations.
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2. Be perceptive in recognizing the social problems
of neighborhood groups within the community.
These problems are often subtle and difficult
to recognize.

3. Initiate and maintain open channels of communi-
cation between the government agency and citi-
zen groups, as well as intergovernmentally. 1In
this role, the planner should act as a collector,
synthesizer, and disseminator of information.

4. Act as a staff advisor on special problems to
political leaders. He should convince political
leaders that a coordinated attack is necessary
to solve perceived social problems.

5. Coordinate efforts of other groups capable of
solving some facet of the problem situation.
This includes coordinating government agencies
as well as volunteer organizations.

6. Get whatever aid is necessary to solve the
problem. This includes applying for appro-
priate federal and state aids, and soliciting
for private donations and volunteer help.

7. Encourage citizen participation by letting
people know that they can play the most sub-
stantial part themselves in determining their
own destinies.

8. Act as an advocate for the people and their
right to a decent physical and social environ-
ment.

The Towar Gardens experience holds many lessons
for planners and other persons concerned with the quality
of human life for all persons. It should be emphasized
that this account has not been intended as, nor should
it be construed as, an attack on any person or group of
persons connected with any government agency or volun-
teer organization. What it has attempted to do is

point out the inadequacies in the approach to
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problem-solving found in most communities today, using

a readily accessible case study for emphasis. Hopefully,
it can also be used as a tool for helping the many
people who are seeking to improve the quality of life

in Towar Gardens.
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