
In his keynote presentation, Ed McMahon 
discusses how creating a great place can be a 
highly effective economic development strategy, 
especially for smaller cities and towns. Whether 
in big cities or small towns, however, historic 
buildings are often a community’s greatest, but 
frequently underappreciated, asset. Fortunately, 
while the idea of restoring older buildings is 
not new, today’s market is embracing adaptive 
reuse and historic preservation with new fervor. 
McMahon showcases numerous examples of 
successful adaptive reuse projects, transforming 
everything from power plants to abandoned 
factories and state mental hospitals into corporate 
headquarters, new hotels, affordable housing 
complexes, and more.

Whether the issue is tourism, economic devel-
opment, neighborhood vitality, sustainability, 
or affordable housing, historic preservation is 
playing a critical role in urban and small-town 
revitalization. In a world where capital is foot-
loose and people can live or work anywhere, 
communities that cannot differentiate them-
selves simply have no competitive advantage. 
McMahon’s talk goes a long way toward help-
ing communities understand the critical role 
that preservation of natural, cultural, and archi-
tectural assets can play in fostering 21st-century 
economic development.

Sponsored by O’Connor Fund for Historic 
Preservation in the City of Kalamazoo, Wolverine 
Building Group, Kidorf Preservation Consulting,  
The Christman Company, Melinda Hill, and 
Michigan Historic Preservation Network Board, 
Emeriti, Committees, and Staff

MORE ABOUT OUR 2020 SPEAKER…

Ed McMahon holds the Charles Fraser Chair 
on Sustainable Development at the Urban 
Land Institute. He is nationally known as an 
inspiring speaker and incisive analyst of land 
use and economic development policies and 
trends. Ed is Chairman of the National Main 
Street Center, a former National Trust Advisor, 
and a lifelong preservationist. Before joining the 
Urban Land Institute in 2004, Ed spent 14 years 
as Vice-President and Director of Programs 
for The Conservation Fund, where he helped 
purchase and protect more than 5 million acres 
of land of natural or historic importance. He 
is co-founder and former President of Scenic 
America, a national non-profit devoted to pro-
tecting America’s scenic landscapes. Before that, 
he taught law and public policy at Georgetown 
University Law School and served in the U.S. 
Army, both at home and overseas.

Ed has authored 15 books and more than 500 
articles on topics related to sustainable develop-
ment, land conservation, and historic preserva-
tion. He is quoted in national news publications 
and has made appearances on the major broad-
cast networks. He is a frequent speaker at land 
use, urban planning, and preservation confer-
ences. Several of his talks, including his popular 
TED Talk, are online. Ed holds an M.A. in 
Urban Studies from the University of Alabama, 
Birmingham and a J.D. from Georgetown 
University. He and his wife live in an historic 
house in Takoma Park, Maryland.
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After the Pottawatomi were dis-
placed from their reservation, 
the valley quickly filled with 
European-American settlers 

creating industries based on natural resources 
like bog iron and lime, and then evolving to 
processing wood pulp into paper and creating 
pharmaceuticals. Located at the intersection of 
major rail lines, the City of Kalamazoo, founded 
in 1829, became a hub of economic activity 
with diversified production including carriages, 
wagons, and then automobiles, as well as corsets, 
sleds, mandolins, and guitars. Education also 
played a major role in the community’s early 
growth with the Kalamazoo Public Schools and 
Kalamazoo College being founded in 1833, and 
Western Michigan University opening in 1903.

After World War One, the population exploded, 
attracting African Americans from the south and 
rural folks to the city’s factories. The 1920s set 
the city’s direction with the first master plan in 
1929 and the debt-free city in 1939. After the 
Second World War, the city began bumping 
against its boundaries with neighboring com-
munities, swelling with new suburban homes 
and resulting in a series of annexations. 

In an attempt to revitalize a stagnating down-
town, the nation’s first pedestrian mall was 
installed in 1959, one of the first in a series of 
innovative strategies to address much larger so-
cial and economic changes in the U.S. By 1965, 
the Commission for Historical Preservation 
was formed and the first of a long series of 

surveys led to the first local historic district in 
1973, established just three years after passage of 
Michigan’s Local Historic Districts Act. In 1990, 
as part of a Memorandum of Agreement from a 
Section 106 process for a federal flood mitiga-
tion grant, the city created a permanent historic 
preservation coordinator position. 

Locally-designated historic districts now include 
the Haymarket district downtown, and the 
Rose Place, South Street, Stuart, Vine, and West 
Main Hill residential districts. All are listed on 
the National Register of Historic Places as well, 
joining the Bronson Park Historic District and 
seventeen individual sites. Kalamazoo’s local 
districts meet the same standards for historic 
significance and physical integrity as National 
Register districts, but with the protection of 
locally-enforced design review.

Aided by two historic commissions, for design 
review and for education, Kalamazoo’s city-ap-
pointed bodies have designated, monitored, and 
regulated the historic districts, performed eleven 
historic resource surveys, and, working with the 
community and city staff, integrated historic 
preservation as a vital part of the last three city 
master plans. In the last 40 years of preservation 
being on the frontline, there have been both 
tragic losses and spectacular saves of important 
local and national historic resources.

Come to Kalamazoo in May. We’ve got a lot to 
talk about!

—Your 2020 Conference Planning Group
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