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Executive Summary

A community’s economic and community development efforts should be focused on
increasing the income and wealth of its residents. While these activities can include the
attraction of new businesses and new residents who generate additional consumer
spending and bring enhanced skKills to the area’s businesses, its primary target should be
improving the livelihood of its current residents.

The purpose of this report is to identify the economic opportunities facing the city of South
Haven that can generate a more successful economic environment for its residents. It is
important to note that many of the challenges facing South Haven and other similar cities
are clearly outside the influence of local government. The COVID-19 pandemic is an obvious
example. Moreover, there is no single “silver bullet” available for the city that would trigger
immediate improvement for its residents and businesses. Nevertheless, this evidence-based
report aims to identify actions that the city could lead to set the stage for its residents and
businesses to be more successful.

The key findings of this report are:

1. If the current trends continue, the city’s year-round population will, at best, remain
constant in the coming years. One of the greatest challenges in maintaining its
population base will be balancing the competing demand for seasonal and year-
round housing in the city. It is possible that the demand for the city’s recreational
amenities will continue to push more of the its current and future housing stock to
meeting the demand for seasonal visitors at the expense of year-round residents. In
the 5-year period between 2014 and 2018, 39% of South Haven’s 3,423 housing
units were vacant sometime during the year, most likely being reserved for seasonal
rentals. If this trend continues, this will cause increased pressure for higher density
housing near the lakeshore and riverfront and the conversion of year-round housing
to seasonal use.

2. While the city’s natural and physical amenities will continue to attract summer
visitors, it will likely draw more retirees as well. The average age of the community’s
residents will probably remain higher than average. According to the 2018 U.S.
Census estimates, 41% of South Haven residents were ages 60 years old or older,
compared to 23% for the state of Michigan.

3. Although the city’s population is aging, the number of children living in the city is
declining, dropping 11% from 2010 to 2018. Declining enrollments cause serious
financial constraints to the city’s K-12 school system, limiting course offerings and
the lab equipment/software programs for its science, technology, engineering, and
math (STEM) programs.

4. Net migration in and out of the city of South Haven is slightly negative. A high

percentage of the out-migrants are moving to nearby rural locations in West Michigan
while a sizable number of immigrants come from the Chicago area.
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5. In mid-2018, the median home price in South Haven was $206,900, compared to a
median home price of $131,400 in the county and $146,200 in the state. The
proportion of homeowners who paid over 35% of their household income on housing
was just over one in four in 2018. This is higher than the state (18%) and the county
(19%). Just under 40% of renters in the city paid at least 35% of their income on rent
in the 5-year period ending in 2018.

6. Despite the dueling demand for city housing from seasonal visitors and permanent
residents, housing prices increased by only 3.8% from 2010 to 2018, when
controlling for housing characteristics. Still, this is greater than the 1.4% state rate.

7. There are 623 short-term residency units spread throughout the city in all residential
zones. Nearly 50% of these units are owned by people living outside of Michigan.

8. The city’s housing affordability problem is due to both the high demand for
lakefront/recreational properties and low earnings by area residents because of the
type of jobs being created in the area. In 2019, average weekly wages in Van Buren
County reached only $838 compared to $1,057 statewide. In real terms (controlling
for inflation), wages in the county have been slightly falling during the past 5 years.

9. Approximately 71% of South Haven’s working residents drive to a job located outside
of the city; 61% drive more than 30 minutes to work. Meanwhile, 75% people who
work in South Haven commute into the city.

10.More than two-thirds (69.0%) of jobs posted online in South Haven in 2019 were
advertised as paying less than $36,000 a year. Jobs that paid between $36,000 and
$55,000 made up 16.2% of job postings, while those paying over $55,000 made up
14.8% of postings. Moreover, almost half (40 %) of jobs paying less than $36,000
were part time in 2019, compared to only 17.4% of jobs paying more than $55,000
annually.

11.In 2019, the top job postings in South Haven were for restaurant/food service
managers, retail sales associates, and retail store managers/supervisors. Retail
Trade, Health Care and Social Assistance, Food and Accommodation, and
Manufacturing were the top industry sectors in which jobs were available. These four
industries are responsible for three-fourths (74.3%) of job postings.

12.The average educational attainment levels of South Haven residents are like the
state of Michigan. Nevertheless, estimates for the 5-year period ending in 2018
suggest that a substantially lower percentage of South Haven residents between 25
to 34 years of age held bachelor’s degrees relative to the state.

13.In the 5-year period ending in 2018, 69% of the city’s households had Internet
access and 79.5% had one or more computers in their house.



Not surprisingly, South Haven faces the same set of challenges and opportunities as most
high-amenity communities. On the top of the list are housing affordability and the availability
of good-paying, year-round employment opportunities. In short, the greatest challenge facing
South Haven is not to become solely a “beach town.” This would limit the income growth
potential of its residents and generate a greater demand for seasonal housing and city
services. A higher proportion of jobs would become seasonal, low-wage, services jobs, with
year-round residents struggling in the winter months or forced to drive long daily commutes
to work in other cities.

Recommended Strategies

The natural amenities in South Haven, coupled with its quaint small-town atmosphere, make
it a great location to relax, live, and work. While it remains important for the community to
welcome summer visitors - from day trippers to extended summer cottage dwellers - the
primary focus for the city’s economic development and community efforts should be on
building economic opportunities for its businesses and permanent residents.

The following recommended strategies are meant to provide direction to future economic
development initiatives considered by the city of South Haven (these conclusions and
recommendations are further detailed in a later section of this report). The city has limited
resources available for economic development activities and therefore must rely on
partnerships with other organizations, public and private. At best, the city can provide
leadership and an environment for economic growth.

Strategy 1: Increase the Income Potential of Existing City Residents

Increasing the income potential of existing city residents requires both expanding their
employment opportunities and increasing their skills and abilities. This strategy could be
achieved through several suggested activities, the first being to develop job opportunity
networks. We suggest that the city explore a partnership with the South Haven Area
Chamber of Commerce and other community groups to establish job opportunity networks to
link working residents to existing job openings and job board listings. Such an effort could be
volunteer-based and comprised of notifying participating residents of jobs being posted at
the various job-listing sites. These could link residents to career advancement opportunities
that they might otherwise miss.

Another suggested activity is to create a community education strategy. We believe that
Hettinger and Muellen (2020) in their report Economic Development Strategic Plan for
South Haven called it right: The city should explore what it means to develop a community
education strategy that would promote lifelong learning and skill development opportunities
for residents. These opportunities include on-the-job training as well as classroom training.
The city of South Haven could provide leadership and serve as a facilitator for this effort. The
barriers facing such a new strategy are significant, but so are the potential benefits in terms
of economic prosperity.
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Strategy 2: Create an Environment that Offers the Right Resources for
“Anywheres” who Seek a Small Amenity-rich Community. The First Step in this
Effort would be to Verify the Quality of Available Internet Access.

Hettinger and Meullen introduced the term “anywheres” in their Economic Development
Strategic Plan for South Haven. These are individuals who have careers that allow them to
live where they choose. Some like the excitement of urban centers, but others may seek the
restful setting of small towns. The question is whether South Haven is or will be able to offer
the right resources and environment to be attractive to these individuals.

An activity to achieving this strategy is to ensure that access to quality Internet is secure
across the city. The availability and affordability of broadband are key for most all
businesses, including home-based locations.

Developing an inventory of developable professional office space in South Haven’s central
business district is another activity that will aid in accomplishing this strategy. If the
changing nature of work does allow more professionals to work anywhere, including
attractive locations as South Haven, it is important to have an inventory of suitable
locations, especially in the city’s central business district. Adding to the level of year-round
employment in South Haven’s downtown area would provide support for local retailers and
restaurants, as well.

Another recommended activity for this strategy is to have the city reexamine its home-based
business regulations. The city’s existing regulations on home-based businesses are
reasonable and are designed to avoid harm to the existing environment of the surrounding
neighborhoods. Still, there are several restrictions, such as allowing one or two additional
employees and regarding meeting rooms, that should be reconsidered.

Strategy 3: Focus on Retaining Industries that offer Year-round Employment
Opportunities

The Manufacturing and Health Care and Social Assistance industry sectors comprise roughly
40% of employment in South Haven. Both industries provide year-round employment and
above-average wages for workers. Fostering the stability of these industries is one strategy
that can be used to achieve greater employment stability and incomes for the residents of
South Haven.

Strategy 4: Reconsider Current Housing Policies

Housing affordability is major concern in South Haven. One in four residents are paying more
than 35% of their income in housing costs, which is higher than the state and nation as a
whole. The two policies that we recommend the city consider are 1) to tighten its current lax
regulations on the location of short-term residencies (STR) and 2) to loosen its strict, single-
family zoning ordinances.



We recommend that the city of South Haven consider restricting STRs to only certain areas
in the city. This policy is already being pursued in other lakeshore communities in Michigan
and the United States. We suggest that STRs be allowed in only R1-C, the central business

district, the business districts (B1, B2, B3), and R-M. We would suggest that STRs could be
allowed in R1-A, and R1-A and R-2 only if it remains the primary residence of the owner.

The city of South Haven should reexamine its strict R-1 zoning ordinances that do not allow
for the construction of duplexes or alternative lot-size reconfigurations in much of its
residential areas. Evidence suggests that these policies restrict housing supply and thereby
contribute to the city’s housing affordability problems. Moreover, there is evidence that
these practices have a negative impact on housing values.

Strategy 5: Development of an Economic and Community Health Dashboard

The development of an informative, real-time dashboard would enable city leaders to
monitor conditions and trends that could impact the city’s future. The dashboard should be
based on consistent and timely data; easy to understand; and be updated on, at least, an
annual basis. We recommend that the city partner with area nonprofits, educational
institutions, and chambers of commerce to develop real-time indicators for the dashboard.



Introducing South Haven

South Haven is a great place to live, work, and visit. It is a unique west Michigan lakeshore
town. Its beaches, nature trails, water experiences, area breweries and wineries, local
markets, festivals, shopping, and food, and other assets attract thousands of visitors
annually and are enjoyed by permanent residents as well. It’s also an attractive retirement
location. While the winters can be challenging, nothing tops a beautiful summer day on its
beaches or riverfront.

It is home to thousands of working-age residents who live, work, and play in the area. South
Haven is also home to hundreds of businesses that both serve the residents and visitors to
the area but also compete in an increasingly global market. For some, there is a growing
concern that the city’s social and economic environment has been changing, and not
necessarily for the better.

The city means different things to four key populations: visitors, retirees, working residents,
and businesses. While these populations all enjoy the area’s natural amenities, their
concerns and demands on the city can be in conflict. The summer surge in visitors is
challenging to the city and its residents; yet, many of the city’s businesses and cultural and
entertainment venues depend on these visitors. At the same time, the smaller year-round
population determines school enrollment, influences the access to health care, and limits
the availability of workers and skKills necessary for South Haven to remain a viable
community - more than just a “beach town.”

City government, residents, and businesses share concerns of having affordable, year-round
housing available for South Haven residents, especially young families; generating income
for city residents through, primarily, the creation of full-time, year-round, and good-paying,
private-sector jobs; growing base businesses that employ year-round workers by selling their
services and products to national and global markets; and welcoming and enjoying visitors
and seasonal residents while keeping the social cohesiveness of the city.

Nevertheless, the demands for seasonal lodging opportunities conflict with the availability of
affordable housing for full-time residents. Retirees’ community interests and concerns may
differ from those of young adults, who are both residents and visitors. The ability of the
community to maintain and enhance its economic base may require additional funding for
public and educational services. The area’s manufacturing base is, unfortunately, declining:
It housed 18 manufacturers employing 465 workers in 2012 (U.S. Department of
Commerce), a decrease from its 25 establishments employing 995 workers in 2007. The
city struggles to attract other base employers that can provide year-round jobs.

The city of South Haven experiences a significant population increase during the summer
season, but for 8 months of the year, the city’s infrastructure, both public and private, is
underutilized. While the tax base remains strong, the low year-round population affects
businesses, school enroliment, access to health care, and the availability of workers to be in
a sustainable place.
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The city of South Haven asked the W.E. Upjohn Institute for Employment Research (Upjohn)
for assistance in better understanding and assessing the economic challenges to the city
and the region. This report presents the results of our examination of the economic,
housing, and social challenges and opportunities facing key segments of the city of South

Haven’s residential and business communities and offers policy directions and options that
the city can consider.
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Demographic Analysis

Population and Age

The population in the city of South Haven has slowly declined from 2010 to 2018 by 4.6%.
In 2010, the city’s population was 4,550; by 2018, it inched downward to 4,341.

Population Change (2010-2018)
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Figure 1: Population Change (2010-2018) Community Survey 5-Year Estimates

As shown in Figure 1, this trend is different from that found in the county and the state. The
population of Van Buren County (statistics cited in this paper for Van Buren County include
the city of South Haven) has declined by 2.0% since 2010, while the population of the state
of Michigan has declined by less than 1.0%. The populations of Van Buren County and the
state of Michigan have rebounded in recent years, but this is not true for the city of South
Haven.

The median age in the city of South Haven is older than that of the state or county, thus
reflecting the city’s large and growing retirement population. The median age represents the
point at which half the population is older and half younger. As shown in Figure 2, the
median age in South Haven increased from 50.2 in 2010 to 55.3 in 2018. The median age
in South Haven is significantly higher than either Van Buren County or the state of Michigan.

Areas that are not growing tend to age because young adults are more mobile and more
willing to look elsewhere for employment opportunities. For South Haven this is only
enhanced by its amenities because it is clearly a choice retirement location. Therefore, it is
not surprising that 41% of South Haven’s residents are ages 60 years or older.
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Figure 2: Median Age Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2006-2010 American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates;

U.S. Census Bureau, 2014-2018 American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates

The number of children under 18 years living in the city declined from 819 in 2010, to an
estimated 729 during the 2014 to 2018 period, an 11% drop. Somewhat surprisingly, the
number of children under 18 increased significantly in the neighboring South Haven
Township - 783 to 1,131 in the same time period, a 45% increase.

The city’s population is “top heavy” regarding the percent of its residents who are above 60
years of age. There is a smaller population base of people under 55 years compared to the
proportionately large share in the 55- to 85-year-old age group (see Figure 3). This
population pyramid is simply evidence that population growth in South Haven is being driven
by individuals who are retiring to the community.

When compared to the United States, the population pyramid for South Haven shows the
aging of its population. A smaller percentage of its population is under the age of 55,
reflecting the strength of its retirement community. At the same time, this waves a
cautionary flag regarding the possible lack of employment opportunities in the area. Figure 3
also highlights the fact that a large fraction of the city’s population is between 55 and 69
years of age. Many of these individuals are still very active and can play a beneficial role in
the city’s community development.
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Population Pyramid: United States vs. City of South Haven
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Figure 3: Population Pyramid: United States vs. City of South Haven

The city of South Haven is more racially and ethnically diverse than Van Buren County, and
about as racially and ethnically diverse as Michigan. As Figure 4 shows, while over three-
fourths of Michigan residents (75.2%) are White non-Hispanic, 81.3% of Van Buren County’s
residents are White non-Hispanic and 79.5% of South Haven’s residents are White non-
Hispanic. South Haven has a larger share of the population that is Black non-Hispanic
(13.0%) compared to the shares in the county (3.1%). However, Van Buren County has a
larger percentage of the population that is Hispanic (11.4%), compared to that of the state
(5.0%) and South Haven (1.9%).

Race and Ethnicity (2018)
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Figure 4: Race and Ethnicity (2018) Pacific Islander non-Hispanic, and Some Other Race non-Hispanic. Source: U.S. Census
Bureau, 2014-2018 American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates
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Map 1 depicts the distribution of individuals by race (Asian, Hispanic, Black, and White)
within the three census tracts that intersect the city of South Haven (tracts 103, 104, and
105). Additionally, each dot on the map represents one individual living anywhere within that
census tract. The number of minorities living in South Haven varies significantly by census
tract. Tract 103, the northwest side of South Haven, has the least number of non-White
residents. Tract 103 is 90% White, 8% African American, 1% Hispanic, and 1% Asian. Tract
104, the southwest side of South Haven, has the least number of White residents and the
most African American residents of the three census tracts; the tract is 74% White, 17%
African American, 7% Hispanic, and 2% Asian. Tract 105, the east side of South Haven, has
the most Hispanic residents of all three census tracts. Tract 105 is 78% White, 4% African
American, 18% Hispanic, and less than 1% Asian. In short, tract 103 has the least amount
non-White residents, while tract 104 has the most African American residents and tract 105
has the most Hispanic residents.

City of South Haven Census Tract
Population by Race
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