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How Muskegon, MI, Is Building

Hundreds of Homes on Vacant

Lots
Asia Mieleszko · April 4, 2024

An empty lot in Muskegon, MI, in 2019 (left) has now been converted to infill housing (right).

Like many cities across the United States, Muskegon, 

Michigan, has a shortage of housing and a surplus of 
vacant, abandoned lots. That’s why in 2019 the city enacted a 

program that allows it to redevelop those lots into housing at 

both a low risk to the city and an affordable margin for the 

prospective buyer. 

According to Jake Eckholm, who pioneered the program and 
otherwise works as Muskegon’s director of development 

services, the infill program has accounted for 60% of the new 

housing construction within city limits since 2018. Moreover, 
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that infill isn’t concentrated only in affluent districts and the 

waterfront. It’s filling in the gaps in neighborhoods like 

Jackson Hill, Angell, and Marsh Field, which have weathered 
divestment for decades.

“If we weren’t creating this housing market, there really 

wouldn’t be a housing market in the city limits for this type of 

product, for just everyday homes that working families would 

want to attain,” he told Crain’s Grand Rapids Business. “It’s 
showing us that the program is working, because … you can 

see fewer and fewer vacant city lots in these core 

neighborhoods and more and more attainable housing units 

that are owner-occupied being infilled. It’s gratifying to see.”

A key feature of the program is how the city uses tax 
increment financing, or TIF, to finance the homes for less than 

for what it would cost others to build. According to Eckholm, 

new construction averages at about $220 to $250 per square 

foot to build, which would put a 1,000-square-foot “starter 

home” at $220,000 to $250,000. In using TIF, the city is able 
to deliver a similar home for $135,000 to $200,000, which 

more accurately aligns with the area median income, or what 

locals can actually afford. (Note that the city is not losing 

money on these projects, so the project can scale to meet 

demand.)

Furthermore, Muskegon didn’t have to do any fancy footwork 

to capitalize on this financing. It simply took advantage of the 

state’s 1996 Brownfield Redevelopment Financing Act, which 

granted local brownfield authorities (”brownfield” referring to 

previously developed sites that have barriers to 
redevelopment due to the presence or threat of 

contamination on the property) the ability to redevelop 

blighted and vacated properties using TIF for “certain eligible 

activities.” Those activities include acquisition and if needed, 
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demolition of the property, legal fees, closing and title costs, 

and more. 

Private developers can undertake these projects, but so can 
local governments, who would be reimbursed for any losses 

incurred down the line as the tax value of the property 

increases. In other words, the city can construct much-needed 

housing, provide it at a cost most residents can reasonably 

afford, and recoup the expenses.  

Now that five years have gone by since the amendment’s 

adoption, Muskegon can say it’s working. Since 2019, the city 

has completed or started construction on 143 units through 

the program, contracted another 61 units, and sold 

approximately 20 lots to private builders, according to 
Eckholm. Approximately 178 buildable city-owned lots remain 

and city officials are eager to add more to the program in the 

coming year. 

“It’s a win-win for everyone,” Eckholm explained. “Because 

these were formerly publicly owned (tax-exempt) vacant lots, 
and then they end up having a new home on the tax rolls once 

we’re all said and done.”
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urbanist since adolescence, she's excited to
convert a lifetime of ad-hoc volunteerism into a
career. Her unconventional background includes
directing a Ukrainian folk choir, pioneering
synaesthetic performances, photographing
festivals, designing websites, teaching, and
ghostwriting. She can be found wherever Wi-Fi is
reliable, typically along Amtrak's Northeast
Corridor.

https://www.facebook.com/sharer/sharer.php?u=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.strongtowns.org%2Fjournal%2F2024%2F4%2F4%2Fhow-muskegon-mi-is-building-hundreds-of-homes-on-vacant-lots
https://twitter.com/intent/tweet?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.strongtowns.org%2Fjournal%2F2024%2F4%2F4%2Fhow-muskegon-mi-is-building-hundreds-of-homes-on-vacant-lots&text=Like+so+many+places%2C+Muskegon%2C+MI%2C+has+a+shortage+of+housing+and+a+surplus+of+vacant+lots.+That%E2%80%99s+...
https://www.linkedin.com/shareArticle?mini=true&source=Strong+Towns&summary=Like+so+many+places%2C+Muskegon%2C+MI%2C+has+a+shortage+of+housing+and+a+surplus+of+vacant+lots.+That%E2%80%99s+...&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.strongtowns.org%2Fjournal%2F2024%2F4%2F4%2Fhow-muskegon-mi-is-building-hundreds-of-homes-on-vacant-lots
https://www.strongtowns.org/


4/5/24, 10:50 AM How Muskegon, MI, Is Building Hundreds of Homes on Vacant Lots

https://www.strongtowns.org/journal/2024/4/4/how-muskegon-mi-is-building-hundreds-of-homes-on-vacant-lots 5/6

Strong Towns Comment Policy

Be thoughtful, kind, and generous of spirit.

Please read our Comment Policy before commenting.

Got it

0 Ratings

Share Best Newest Oldest

★★★★★ 0.0

0 Comments 1 Login

Rate and comment

LOG IN WITH OR SIGN UP WITH DISQUS

Name

★★★★★

Be the first to comment....

?

Be the first to comment.

Subscribe Privacy Do Not Sell My Data

★★★★★



PREVIOUS

Spring Cleanup: A Classic Community-Builder
NEXT

“Redesigning” Cincinnati With the Connected
Communities Plan

https://www.strongtowns.org/comment-policy
https://disqus.com/home/inbox/
https://disqus.com/privacy-policy
https://disqus.com/data-sharing-settings/
https://www.strongtowns.org/journal/2024/4/4/spring-cleanup-a-classic-community-builder
https://www.strongtowns.org/journal/2024/4/4/spring-cleanup-a-classic-community-builder
https://www.strongtowns.org/journal/2024/4/4/spring-cleanup-a-classic-community-builder
https://www.strongtowns.org/journal/2024/4/4/spring-cleanup-a-classic-community-builder
https://www.strongtowns.org/journal/2024/4/4/spring-cleanup-a-classic-community-builder
https://www.strongtowns.org/journal/2024/4/4/spring-cleanup-a-classic-community-builder
https://www.strongtowns.org/journal/2024/4/3/redesigning-cincinnati-with-the-connected-communities-plan
https://www.strongtowns.org/journal/2024/4/3/redesigning-cincinnati-with-the-connected-communities-plan
https://www.strongtowns.org/journal/2024/4/3/redesigning-cincinnati-with-the-connected-communities-plan
https://www.strongtowns.org/journal/2024/4/3/redesigning-cincinnati-with-the-connected-communities-plan
https://www.strongtowns.org/journal/2024/4/3/redesigning-cincinnati-with-the-connected-communities-plan
https://www.strongtowns.org/journal/2024/4/3/redesigning-cincinnati-with-the-connected-communities-plan
https://www.strongtowns.org/journal/2024/4/3/redesigning-cincinnati-with-the-connected-communities-plan
https://www.strongtowns.org/


4/5/24, 10:50 AM How Muskegon, MI, Is Building Hundreds of Homes on Vacant Lots

https://www.strongtowns.org/journal/2024/4/4/how-muskegon-mi-is-building-hundreds-of-homes-on-vacant-lots 6/6

Get Involved

Become a Member

Sign Up for Emails
Pitch a Story

RSS Feed

Resources

Books

Action Lab
Blog Roll

Shop

Press

About

About Us

Team  ||  Advisory 
Board

Employment

Contact Us

Site

Privacy Policy

Comment Policy
FAQ

Search

Strong Towns is a 501(c)3 non-profit organization. Our work is 

performed under a Creative Commons Attribution-ShareAlike 3.0 
Unported License. Please share with others to use for good.

https://www.facebook.com/strongtowns
http://twitter.com/strongtowns
http://instagram.com/strong_towns
https://www.linkedin.com/company/strong-towns
https://www.youtube.com/@strongtowns
https://www.strongtowns.org/membership
https://www.strongtowns.org/email
https://www.strongtowns.org/pitch
https://www.strongtowns.org/journal?format=rss
https://strongtowns.org/book
https://actionlab.strongtowns.org/hc/en-us
http://strongtowns.org/blogroll
https://strongtowns.org/shop
https://www.strongtowns.org/press
https://www.strongtowns.org/about
https://www.strongtowns.org/team
https://www.strongtowns.org/board
https://www.strongtowns.org/board
https://www.strongtowns.org/employment
https://www.strongtowns.org/contact
https://www.strongtowns.org/privacy
https://www.strongtowns.org/comment-policy
https://actionlab.strongtowns.org/hc/en-us/categories/360004234091-Strong-Towns-FAQ
https://actionlab.strongtowns.org/hc/en-us
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/
https://www.strongtowns.org/

