Corporate Sprawl and Class Division in a Small Town

Brendan Carson
Throughout Michigan, and many parts of America, small towns are rapidly expanding laterally, sprawling at accelerating rates. In this project, I am going to investigate how these chains and budget stores have been so successful in infiltrating Petoskey, a small northern Michigan town renowned for its quaint downtown and spectacular views of Little Traverse Bay. My key research questions are: Who supports the development? Who is against it? How do these groups differ in how they think of Petoskey as a social environment? What part does class play in this issue? What legal methods have developers used to gain footing? In the last part of the paper, I am going to show how one family has been dealing with construction just down the road. I will discuss their attempts at resistance, and how their ideas about their environment have changed, as well as looking into what they see the area holding for them in the future.
Petoskey is a small, bayside town in northern Michigan, renowned by tourists and locals alike for its clean water, quaint downtown, and beautiful landscape. The city’s economy is mainly based on tourism, both from summer residents, and skiers in the winter. There is also a regional hospital (Northern Michigan Hospital) that provides many jobs to residents of the town and to people in the surrounding areas. While most people in the town are caucasian, there is much diversity in terms of income. The summer residents, doctors, and downtown store owners make up the majority of the wealthy families. Other hospital workers, managers of businesses, and some contractors make up most of the middle class. There are also a lot of poor families who live in older, dilapidated parts of the town, and in the surrounding rural areas. They often also work in the contracting business, but more often as laborers. Members of these families also take unskilled jobs in the restaurants, or as clerks in various stores. 


In the past fifteen years, Petoskey has experienced an accelerating amount of sprawl, as competing corporations move in and try to make a profit. We have Kmart, now being out-competed by Walmart (as was Carters, a local grocery store chain. Other grocery stores still in business are two Glens, and Olsens, all of which are regional chains). Home-depot was followed by a Lowe’s two blocks away, while Staples and Bed, Bath and Beyond both have the corner on their respective markets (so far). There are also many restaurant chains such as Applebees, Pizza Hut, and Garfields opening in proximity to the larger stores. All of this is located about two miles from downtown Petoskey, (just past a reasonable walk) and all of it is competing with existing downtown businesses.


When I started this project, I believed that large corporations such as Wal-Mart and Lowe’s are evil, and manage to infiltrate unwilling but helpless towns. I thought that the problem was the complacency residents who are opposed to the growth, but unwilling to do anything to change it.  I was out to prove a point. But after talking to a wide spectrum of local citizens, I began to realize that my viewpoints were shaped by my background—white, middle class, fairly well educated.
Downtown Opposition:

Dale Meyer is one of the two brothers who own Meyer’s Ace Hardware, a local store that was started by their father in the mid 1900s. Dale also happens to be the Mayor of Petoskey, and one of the most vocal opponents of Walmart, Lowes, and Home Depot . When Wal-Mart began planning their move into the town in the mid 90s, Dale and his brother Dave were at the forefront of the fight against them. They organized talks at committee meetings, and used their influence in the community to try to sway board member’s opinions. But in the end, there was little they could do against the huge company, even though they had the local storeowners and a majority of wealthy townies on their side. But the city, where most of the wealthy residents live and vote, really had no control over the issue; Wal-Mart wanted to build outside of city limits in Bear Creek Township. While support in that township was by no means universal, there was really no widespread opposition to the company, and so in the end the project went through. Wal-Mart was quickly followed by Home-Depot, and sales at Meyer’s Ace Hardware haven’t been the same since. 

During my time at home over spring break, I paid Dale a visit at his downtown store, to ask him about his perspective on the issue. At this point I was still strongly indoctrinated with my middle-class viewpoint, and his arguments only reinforced what I thought I already knew.

“People don’t understand that when they spend money at these big box stores, the money gets put in a cash register, and flown to corporate headquarters that night,” Dale said, speaking metaphorically. The money leaves the community, never to be seen again. But if people were to buy at a local store (say, for instance, Meyer’s Ace Hardware), that money, according to Dale, would circulate in the town “approximately ten times” before ending up  in a non-local’s hands. He went on to explain that the majority of the tax money that goes towards schools in town, where people from all of the surrounding rural areas go to school, comes from people living inside the city limits. This is because they pay a much higher millage, or tax percentage, than people living in the surrounding area. So by not supporting locals and their businesses, rural consumers hurt their own children’s education.


According to Dale, and contrary to popular belief, big box stores do not bring more jobs to the area. “An employee at my store generally does about $10,000 worth of business in a year. For every employee at Home-Depot, the store generally does about $60,000 worth of business, because each employee is providing less costumer service.” (He was just using these numbers as an example; he wasn’t sure of the real figures off the top of his head). But one cannot assume that there are six times more transactions being performed just because the larger store is there. So while the companies provide new jobs, they don’t, according to the math, provide more jobs.

When I asked Dale whether this issue played a part in why he ran for mayor, he said no. But he didn’t provide an alternative answer.
Support

As I was getting in my car to drive back to my sprawling suburban home, I was flagged down by a woman who wanted a ride to K-Mart. I agreed, and after introductions (her name was Susan), I began to pepper her with questions. She was from the nearby town of Conway, and had worked as a waitress most of her life, before taking a job at a local plastics factory. But the factory had closed, and she was unemployed, desperately looking for a job. She had applied to everywhere she could think of, including Home Depot, Wal-Mart, K-Mart, and several local grocery stores, but had not yet heard back from anywhere.

When asked how she felt about corporate expansion in Petoskey, she said that she thought it was good, saying that it brought jobs to the area (though not to her, as of yet), and offered goods at an affordable price. She then went on to talk about her current search for employment, saying that she wanted to go back to school to learn how to use a computer, and also to get some kind of training in an environmental field. She believes that the environment is going to be a large problem, and therefore source of employment, in the future. But she went deeper than just saying she wanted to get into the environmental field for a job; she expressed genuine concern about the pollution she sees along roads and in the lakes. She also said that she recycles everything, and there ought to be stricter regulations and better services pertaining to recycling.


I find her voiced concern for the environment and stated support for local corporations to be a strange dynamic.  What strikes me as an inherently environmental problem is seen by another concerned denizen of the Earth as a potential source of employment, rather than a problem. Perhaps it is merely my privileged middle class viewpoint that allows me to see the issue from this perspective. But I suspect that part of the reason for our difference in thought is our independent construction of what constitutes the environment. I tend to think that the problem in this case is the absence of the original environment (an overgrown pasture). Susan, on the other hand, sees the store and parking lot as the current environment, regardless of what was there before. As long as there is no litter on the asphalt, there is no problem to be seen.


The next morning, I was making pancakes at a friend’s house when my next two of informants were sent to me by divine purpose. My friend answered, and a pair of  Jehovah’s Witnesses stepped inside. After they had preached to us, I asked if I could interview them for a project I was doing. The seemed taken aback, but said I could, if it didn’t take too long. 


One of them was from Detroit, and he said he wasn’t affected by, and didn’t care about the corporations in Petoskey. The other man, the older of the two, has been living here for 17 years. His first response was: “At first I wasn’t sure how I thought about them, but now I like them because I can buy things for less money.” But after a minute of reflection, and perhaps out of chagrin for his unspiritual response, he said that he thought that they were ruining the landscape. He directed me to Revelations 11:18: 

“The time has come for judging the dead, and for rewarding your servants the prophets and your saints and those who reverence your name, both small and great— 
and for destroying those who destroy the earth.”
He then said: “These companies are just a symptom of human greed. But there is nothing I can do about it. The End will come soon, though, and then God will judge the evildoers.”


So, while this Witness does see the corporations as an environmental problem, he doesn’t think that it is a problem for humans to fix. This viewpoint contrasts strongly with Susan’s, in that she thinks humans need keep the Earth clean. But she sees the Earth and Environment as what is here, no matter who made it. The Witness, on the other hand, views the environment as what was made by God.

People who are generally supportive of the “big box” stores nearly always had two cornerstone reasons, along with an assortment of independent flavorings to their argument. These staples were: One: They offer goods at prices affordable to the general public. Two: They bring (much needed) jobs to the area. 
While talking to people in Lowe’s hardware, I encountered a retired pastor who was an adamant supporter of the corporations in Petoskey. He has been working in soup kitchens in Petoskey for years, and talking with people who are viewed by both themselves and by the community as unskilled, marginalized, and unemployable has made him see the value of creating job openings in stores such as Wal-Mart. It gives unskilled people a place in the economy, grants them independence, and raises their self-confidence. 
The pastor also cited the importance of a free economy, and said that a little bit of competition was good for the area. The hardware store downtown, Meyer’s Ace Hardware, had previously had a monopoly on the hardware market, and was charging locals too much for their nails, sandpaper, and power tools. He also accused the Meyer brothers of leading the campaign against corporate sprawl purely out of personal economic interest, and pointed out that the brothers themselves had “sprawled” out, opening a second store on the stretch of highway leading north out of town. Finally, the pastor left me with a neoliberal-esque narrative of market adaptation to corporate pressure:
“My grandfather was a butcher in Muskegeon 70 years ago, and his business suffered when Kroger moved into town. But he and the other local produce stores banded together and formed the Muskegeon Wholesale Market, in order to compete. He ended up doing just fine in the end.”

This faith in the free market and lack of concern or sympathy of any sort for suffering downtown businesses was echoed many times over as I asked shoppers what they thought were the positive and negative aspects of corporations moving into small towns. (Though often people often looked at me as if I was very strange, stated the two cornerstone arguments, and quickly shuffled away to continue their shopping). Growing up as a middle-class child in Petoskey, I developed fond memories of Petoskey’s downtown. While interviewing shoppers, I just couldn’t understand why these local residents showed so little concern for how big-box stores affect stores in town. 
How does class play into this issue?


While at Lowe’s, I met a very interesting couple with whom I talked for about an hour. Standing next to strips of door trim, with inspiring music playing in the background, I stumbled upon the key reason corporations have been able to successfully enter our town, and seemingly create such a strong divide among the citizens: The fact is, the divide was already there.

Mike and Cindy have led hard lives. They tried to take over Mike’s parents’ dairy farm, but the low price of milk and high price of inputs forced them to go bankrupt in 1987. Mike now works construction, even though he is approaching 60, and Cindy now provides home-healthcare to the elderly. Today’s youth, they say, don’t know what hard work is—their children have both gone to college, and now have decent jobs, cars and mortgages. They still don’t know that their parents once had to sell a cow to buy them Christmas presents.


“The 60’s, those were the good days” Mike lamented. Cindy agreed. “There was a sense of community then. Everyone shopped downtown, because that was all we had. But I don’t remember it being too expensive. There was a grocery, Brimeyr Main hardware, McRoary dime store, and Wards and Gamble for food. Everyone knew each other. Not like it is now.”

But in the 70’s, tourists began to come from the south in larger quantities, with more wealth. Stores downtown began to cater to them, and those that didn’t were forced to close, unable to pay the rising property taxes. Affordable, practical stores moved to the outskirts of town, and boutiques took over the gaslight district. (The gaslight district is a popular name for downtown Petoskey, derived from the gas lanterns that used to hang on lampposts next to the street.) Poor farmers, builders, and other blue-collar workers became disillusioned with the downtown, and the local, class-permeating sense of community vanished.


“Now your average person can’t afford to shop downtown. It’s only for rich people now. Everyone just goes to supermarkets, buys what they need, and then drives home without talking to anyone” said Mike. 


This set the scene for corporate sprawl in three ways: First, it set up an infrastructure of stores on the outskirts of town. Northern Michigan grocery chains such as Carters, Olsens, and Glens were already building larger and larger stores, growing further away from the gaslight district. Second, it created a group of lower class, locally-disgruntled consumers who were willing and eager to pay the lowest price, and didn’t give a crap about the affects their purchasing had on the wealthy downtown store-owners.

Finally, the lost sense of community, coupled with the decreasing viability of farming as a living created a setting in which farmers had little incentive not to sell their land to developers. While once their bonds with nearby friends may have prevented them from selling out, they had no problem screwing over neighbors who they only vaguely knew.

So when developers contracted by Wal-Mart decided they wanted to set up shop in the mid nineties, they had people ready to sell land, and a group of eager consumers. Despite the opposition of downtown storeowners and other “elites”, the operation went through without too much difficulty. Wal-Mart was soon followed by Home Depot, who bought their building from the same developer. Several years later, Strathmore Developers bought and built on the land where Lowe’s opened on last October.
The lower class in Petoskey tends to view the environment as an issue that is for wealthier people to worry about. Their frame of thought is similar to one presented in Harper’s Wild Capitalism. Harper says that as the unemployment rate rose in 1989, the environmental movement in Hungary confronted the argument that “the environment, could only be protected at the expense of job creation” (Harper, 2006). In Budapest’s urban situation, this argument soon became ineffective, as people realized that the lower class was disproportionately affected by problems such as air quality and clean water. In Petoskey, however, the majority of the lower class lives on the outskirts of town and in the surrounding countryside, drawing water from wells and surrounded by seemingly vast tracts of forest and open farmlands. When one is surrounded by nature and yet struggling to put food on the table, the idea of environmental protection can seem laughable. Several informants stressed that the economy in Northern Michigan is the worst they had ever seen it, and they expressed concern for their financial future. The argument presented by Harper is very real to them. Development brings jobs, and stopping it to save a few trees and fields is unthinkable. They see plenty of trees right outside their window every morning.
“I’m not worried about the development, as long as it doesn’t come too close”, said Resort Township resident Mary, glancing anxiously over the hill down the road towards town. She lives about a mile and a half out from where Lowe’s went in, and is as of yet unaffected by the construction. But like many people who have grown up in the area, the out-of-doors is an important part of Mary’s family’s way of life. Hunting and fishing helps subsidize food from the grocery store. While she thinks the new jobs and cheaper goods are positive, she also sees encroaching sprawl as a threat to her home and livelihood. But for people living further from town, the threat is distant and far in the future, perhaps never to come. 
Rural Resistance
Down the road to town, about a quarter mile from Lowe’s, live my good friends the Denays. I went to high school with their daughter, and we are still in close contact. They have struggled both legally and mentally with the development happening in what is essentially their backyard. While their view is sheltered by a tree-covered hill, they are affected daily by noise from the cars, and nightly by lights from the vast parking lots.

According to the Denays, when Lowe’s decided to buy a lot from Strathmore development, they were unwilling to have their building sit ten feet lower than Home-Depot, fearing that the competitive advantage would go to the higher store. So they hired Kery Hill LLC, a contracting company from the Gaylord, Mi to fill in the foundation. The mining company then proposed to Bear Creek Township to mine sand from the eastern flank of a  hill on Intertown road, about 200 yards from the Lowe’s site. The western half of the hill was on the Denay’s property, about 200 yards from their house. When the Denay’s found out about this proposition, they were devastated.  They had moved here about 25 years ago, because they liked the surrounding forest and meadows. Over the years, they kept horses, built nature trails, and gardened. “We live here because we love nature” said Mr. Denay. “Not because we wanted to sell our land to developers in 20 years.” 

Unfortunately for them, not all of their neighbors had the same mentality. As discussed earlier, there just isn’t a strong sense of community in rural Petoskey anymore. Presented with an opportunity to make a substantial amount of money, the owner of the proposed mining site offered to sell to Kery Hill LCC. When the Denays discovered that the plan was set to go through, the whole family took action, biking to each of their neighbors to tell them about the proposed mining plan, and how it would affect them. They also invited them to attend the first meeting between the township and Kery Hill LCC, which was to take place at the site where the sand was to be mined. 

“A lot of people showed up. But during the meeting, they were ignored as the plan was discussed. Nobody was allowed to say anything at that first meeting” said Mrs. Denay. Later, at future township and county meetings, the residents did get a chance to voice their concerns. They talked about how they were worried about an increase risk of traffic accidents from the estimated 18,000 truckloads of sand to be ferried across Intertown road. They were concerned about the dust in the air, and whether it might have adverse health affects. One woman told of a tree on top of a hill that has had a body buried under it for decades. Would it be disturbed? Did the destruction of this hill and ruining of the viewscape really be in lines with the value of the township and county? (Emmet County Planning Commission Minutes) Mrs. Denay told how her daughter got up to talk at the county meeting, but couldn’t finish before breaking into tears. One resident discovered a 30 year old zoning ordinance saying that any mining project had to be at least 2.5 miles from Lake Michigan. But after several attempts, the closest young Nathaniel Denay could map the site on his GPS was 50 yards past the 2.5 mile threshold. 

Resort Township ended up voting unanimously against the mining. But because Emmet County is currently in control of the township’s zoning, the final say went to a county vote. The county board approved the project in a 7-1 vote. (Gray, 2006).


Since the mining project, the Denays have moved on with life. There wasn’t much else they could do. “The best thing we can hope for now is that when (Kery Hill LCC) are done, a subdivision gets put in there. But I am scared that it will just be more strip malls” said Mr. Denay. After their struggle, the Denays feel discouraged about how much say citizens can have in development affairs, saying “You can tell them what you think, but we have no real power. The people on those board committees are just average Joes, usually not even getting paid. When a large company comes in, hires a hot-shot attorney and threatens to sue, the boards usually back down. They county can’t afford to be sued by someone like Wal-Mart of Lowes.” Mr. Denay went on to explain that corporations will sue people who get in their way, claiming that they are interfering with their lawful right to make money. They often sue for “lost profits”, or the amount that the company expects they would have made in the time they were held up by someone meddling in committee meetings. Needless to say, this is usually a large amount, enough to bankrupt the county. While official reports remain ambiguous, Mr. Denay suspects that this is what happened.

They Denays said that they are worried about the future of the area, but also say that they refuse to give up and sell their land to development. They are currently thinking of donating their land to the Little Traverse Nature Conservancy, ensuring it would never be built on, even if “it is an island of nature in the middle of strip malls.”  They think their land might make a nice park someday, in a Petoskey that is primarily concrete and asphalt. As for the mining, they say they are still disturbed by the effects. They seldom go on the old path that overlooked the hill and Bear River valley. All they would see now is a gaping, dark hole in what used to be the largest drumlin glacial deposit in the county. “There were a lot more deer in our yard this winter” said Mrs. Denay. She believes it is because they used to forage on plants on the drumlin in the winter. Now there are none left, and they are hungry, looking for other sources of food.

Later, when discussing the effects of sprawl on the environment, I mentioned talking to the Jehovah’s Witness. The Denays are very devout Christians, and when I tell them of the Witness’ idea that God will judge the polluters, they grow indignant. They say that argument is a copout—God created the beauty of nature, and so we should do our best to protect it.

Conclusion


This issue needed to be approached from a number of angles, but before this project all I had seen was mine and that of my middle class friends. Now I realize that the situation is extraordinarily complex, and I have just barely started to get at the root causes of sprawl in Petoskey. It is not only an issue of corporate greed, but also of class struggle in our town. While I still believe that the sprawl and corporate takeover is a problem, it is now clear that it isn’t seen as such by everyone. I don’t know what the solution to the environmental impacts is, or to the social inequality that is at their root. Clearly, there needs to be more affordable shopping downtown, in order to pull the community together. However, these affordable stores would face tough competition from the chains on the outskirts, and their feasibility in the near future is unlikely.  The problems in Petoskey need to be addressed with a holistic approach, for the root cause of the environmental degradation and corporate greed are closely tied to class stratification. 
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