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I. INTRODUCTION 
 
BRIEF HISTORY OF NILES 
 
For more than three centuries, Niles has 
been a crossroads of life and livelihoods. 
 
For the Potawatomi Indians, it was known 
as Pawating, a shallow crossing over the St. 
Joseph River. For many Native Americans, it 
was a gathering place to visit and share and 
live. 
 
Its history was an Indian village, a Jesuit 
mission and Fort St. Joseph before 
becoming Niles, named for Baltimore 
publisher Hezekiah Niles in 1829. Known as 
the City of Four Flags, its heritage remains 
emblazoned by the four countries — France, 
England, Spain and the United States, that 
have all flown their colors over this land. 
 
Michigan's first permanent community and 
Berrien County's first city, Niles was a prime 
stop on the 1830s Detroit-to-Chicago 
stagecoach route, which brought people and 
industry and commerce. The nation has 
benefited from contributions of Niles 
natives department store founder Aaron 
Montgomery Ward, automotive-building 
brothers John and Horace Dodge and sports 
writer Ring Lardner. 
 
That tradition of community, contributions 
and commerce continues today for Niles, a 
crossroads which truly embraces its past, 
celebrates its present and welcomes its 
future. 



FORWARD 
 
The appearance of individual buildings, 
storefronts, signs, alleys, window displays, 
parking lots and sidewalks establishes the 
visual character of the downtown and plays a 
major part in the marketing success of the 
business district.  Presenting an attractive 
image is simply good business.  
Improvement and maintenance is not 
only essential to strengthen the appeal of 
individual properties, it is also necessary 
to improve the image of the entire 
downtown area – an important public 
purpose. 
 
Please consider that one building is part of 
the street.  New designs and changes should 
be compatible with existing buildings.  This 
does not mean limited architectural variety, 
but rather that designs should respect 
existing buildings and strive for visual 
harmony with the character of the street. 
 
Downtown Niles has evolved over many 
decades, one building at a time.  A building 
does not necessarily have to be old to be a 
valued addition to downtown.  Good design, 
which can exist in any period, will only serve 
to improve the image of the area. 

The following guidelines deal mainly with 
design issues.  However, since maintenance 
of improvements is vital to their lasting 
effect, these guidelines will also include some 
recommendations on that subject.  The 
guidelines and their interpretations have 
been developed to enhance the individual 

character of each building, strengthening the 
overall image of downtown.  They do not, as 
with some towns, advocate a “theme” 
approach to improvements, such as 
“colonial” or “Bavarian”.  A long-term, 
pleasing treatment, that is likely to survive 
passing fashions, can be gained by examining 
each building individually and taking 
advantage of historic integrity.   
 
This does not necessarily mean that it is 
essential to reproduce the appearance of a 
building exactly as it looked when it was 
constructed.  Rather, a building can be 
improved by using what exists, minimizing 
its less attractive features while adding 
simply, and many times inexpensive, 
elements to emphasize positive features.  
Removal of inappropriate tacked on 
“modernizations,” simple maintenance, the 
addition of a well-designed sign or awning 
and care in the selection of colors and 
materials can give surprisingly good visual 
results.  Such improvements are good, 
lasting investments in terms of cost and 
customer relations.  By coordinating 
improvements, merchants are able to 
retain their individual identities while 
strengthening the image of downtown as 
a whole.  
 
The ultimate responsibility for the 
application of guidelines and their 
interpretation rests with the people who 
stand to receive the most substantial benefits 
from a revitalized downtown – the individual 
property owners and merchants. 
 

 



HOW TO USE THESE GUIDELINES 
 
This document offers some basic, 
straightforward advice to merchants, 
property owners and others involved in 
improving the downtown.  It contains a brief 
discussion of the importance of the design 
elements being examined.  Those wishing to 
take advantage of special financial incentives, 
such as the Downtown Development 
Authority’s Revolving Loan Fund Program, 
must comply with the City of Niles 
Downtown Design Guidelines.    
 
By obtaining these guidelines, you have 
taken the first step in properly rehabilitating 
your building in downtown Niles.  The next 
step is to consult with either the DDA/Main 
Street Program Manager or the City of Niles 
Community Development Director.  They 
will provide you with an Intent to Perform 
Building Rehabilitation form, which must 
be completed in order to begin the design 
review process. 
 
Please refer to the design review process 
chart on the next page.  After the Intent to 
Perform Building Rehabilitation form has 
been submitted, the City’s Design Review 
Board (DRB) will schedule a  meeting with 
you.  Please be advised that the meeting is 
not intended to be a formal affair.  It merely 
provides you with an opportunity to more 
fully explain your building improvement 
plans, and provides the DRB with an 
opportunity to ask you questions.  Meetings 
are held at 210 East Main Street in the 
DDA/Main Street offices. 
 
Once the DRB has had an opportunity to 
meet with you and review the plans, it will 
prepare a written response—called a DRB 
Determination.  The determination will 

provide you with suggestions and 
recommendations.  A recommendation may 
be as simple as changing the color of a sign, 
or it could be as significant as considering a 
different architectural style.  In any case, 
the determination’s suggestions are only 
guidelines at this point. 
 
As guidelines, you may choose to accept or 
reject any or all of the recommendations 
provided by the DRB. 
 
If you pursue funding through the 
Downtown Development Authority’s 
Revolving Loan Fund, or are provided with 
an opportunity for other public funds, the 
recommendations become regulations, 
rather than guidelines.  In this case, you must 
follow the DRB’s list of suggestions in order 
to receive funding. 
 
For more information on the design review 
process & financial incentives, please 
contact: 
 
Lisa Croteau 
DDA/Main Street Program Manager 
210 East Main Street 
Niles, MI 49120 
(269)687-4332 
nilesmainstreet@nilesmainstreet.org 
 
Juan Ganum 
Community Development Director 
508 East Main Street 
Niles, MI 49120 
(269)683-4700 
jganum@nilesmi.org  
 



Design Review Process 

Intent to Perform  
Building Rehabilitation 

Design Review  
Process 

Financial Aid 
Requested

No Financial Aid 

Building Permits/ 
Sign Permit 

Design Review  
(Final) 

Financial Review  
(Loan/Grant) 

Building Permits/ 
Sign Permit 

1. Complete Intent to Perform 
Building Rehab form 

2. Attend Design Review Board 
meeting 

Please note:  The Downtown Design Guidelines apply to all properties located within the Down-
town Development Authority’s TIF District 















 

 

 



FAÇADE CHANGE AS 
EVOLUTION 
 
The existing Main Street environment is the 
product of an evolution which began with 
construction of the first building and has 
continued ever since.  Facades change; this is 
natural, inevitable, and often desirable. 
 
The goal of these guidelines is not to prevent 
or control change, nor is it to return a façade 
to its original appearance.  Rather, the goal is 
to encourage sensitive and appropriate 
change. 
 
THE QUALITY OF CHANGE 
 
When it was first constructed, the typical 
Main Street façade exhibited some basic 
inherent qualities.  It had an architectural 
style characterized by its decoration.  It was 
built of certain materials.  It was a unified 
visual composition.  Its parts looked related.  
These qualities came together to form a 
visual resource.  Sensitive change accepts 
these façade qualities and builds upon them.  
The result is a harmonious blending of new 
changes with the existing façade.  Insensitive 
change, on the other hand, ignores and often 
negates the qualities of the original resource.  
The result is an unnecessary clash between 

new and old.   
 
The quality of change, whether sensitive or 

insensitive, depends on the individual.  
There needs to be an awareness of what is 
being changed and a willingness to see 
existing values. 
 
An Example of  Sensitive Change: 
 
• Note the façade drawing below.  Here, 

change had complemented the qualities of 
the old façade. 

• Upper façade retains its traditional 
character. 

• Signs are subtle and well placed. 
• New storefront fits inside the original 

storefront opening.  It is also similar in 
design to original storefront. 
 
 



III. SIGNAGE 
 
Signs are a vital part of any Main Street.  
With a sign, you call attention to your 
business and create an individual image.  But 
it’s often forgotten that signs contribute to 
an overall image as well.  Merchants try to 
out-shout each other with large, flashy signs. 
 
If Main Street is to work together as a whole, 
its signs must serve both of these images.  
Consider the following guidelines in 
selecting your sign: 
 
1. Stand back and question the purpose of 

your sign.  Is it merely an identification?  
Do you want to let the personality of 
your store or office shine through?  Is it 
necessary to provide information about 
your products on a sign?  What kind of 
public are you trying to attract? 

2. Consider the type of sign you want. 
• Word sign 
• Symbol sign 
• Object sign 

3. Consider all the possibilities for using 
different materials.  Each has unique 
qualities which can be exploited for the 
type of sign most appropriate to your 
needs. 

4. Look at pictures of how your building 
appeared in the past.  This will give you 
ideas about how signs were related to 
historic architectural details. 

5. Visualize how your sign will appear in 
relation to the entire façade.  The sign 
should not dominate; its shape and 
proportions should fit your building just 
as a window or a door fits. 

6. Decide where you want to put your sign.  

There are several options in deciding 
placement: 

• Under the lower cornice 
• Painted on the glass 
• On the side of the building 
• Hanging from the building 
• On the awning flap 

 Some types of signs are not appropriate, 
including large hanging plastic signs and 
oversized signs placed on top of the 
building or applied over the upper 
façade. 

7. Decide just how much you want to say 
on your sign.  It is important to keep 
your message simple and to the point.  
Remember, your sign will be viewed as 
part of a very complex environment 
filled with written and visual messages 

8. Now step back and take a look at the 
color of your building and the colors you 
see on the surrounding structures.  Take 
hints from these in selecting a color for 
your sign. 

 You will usually get the best results if you 
opt for a simple color scheme — a range 
of three colors.  Avoid flashy, Day-Glo 
colors; they belong on the highway! 

9. Along with colors, lighting is important.  
If you illuminate your sign at night, the 
light source should be as inconspicuous 
as possible.  Avoid flashy or gaudy 
lighting techniques which are merely a 
distraction. 

10. Express the personality of your 
establishment in the lettering style you 
select.  To get an idea about various 
styles, look at other signs around town.  
Think about what each style expresses 
about the business or product it 
advertises.  Then you can define the 



image you want your sign to  project. 
11. Quality of workmanship and 

construction is as vital as any of these 
basic considerations.  A simple, well-
made sign speaks far better of your 
establishment than an extravagant sign 
that is sloppy in appearance.  Choose a 
sign maker carefully.  Ask to see samples 
of previous work. 

12. Signs provided by national distributors 
are not appropriate.  They don’t reflect 
the individuality of your store and usually 
appear as add-ons to your storefront 
advertising.  The signs you display should 
advertise your personal business 
messages. 

13. Consider this idea.  Your entire building 
presents an image that acts as a sign.  
The appearance of your building is more 
subtle than a word sign, but it can be 
more effective. 

 
Now that you have reviewed some sound 
guidelines regarding signage, please review 
the following. 
 
Style: 

1. Building style and era appropriate. 
Size: 

1. Maximum 10% of building façade, 
per exposed side. 

2. The percentage of one side is not to 
be added to the percentage of 
another. 

3. The percentage excludes non-signage 
painted building surfaces. 

4. Sign areas are calculated to include 
dead space within and between letters 
and logos. 

5. Window signage such as vinyl 
lettering, sign boxes, etc., will count 
against the allowable percentage. 

6. Buildings that include multiple 
tenants should divide the allowable 
percentage among the tenants based 
on the square footage of the tenant’s 
façade. 

Placement: 

1. Board and not building mounted, so 
that signs may be change without 
altering the façade. 

2. Protruding signs encouraged. 
3. Three dimensional signs acceptable. 
4. Locate in a band between 1st and 2nd 

Floors (transom). 
5. Do not locate too high or too low on 

the building.  Optimize location for 
ease of view for drivers and 
pedestrians. 

6. Upper floor rental apartments and 
businesses may be identified by 
signage on the floor they occupy. 

7. Signs located above the roof or 
parapets are not allowed. 

Lighting: 

1. Discourage use of Plexiglas faced 
aluminum box signs. 

2. Encourage indirect lighting, external 
lighting, backlit signage, translucent 
awning signage, and building style 
appropriate stand off lights, such as 
goose neck lamps. 

3. Backlit awning signage strips are 
easily changeable. 

4. No flashing signs. 
5. No moving signs. 
6. Neon signage is acceptable. 



Material: 

1. Building style and era appropriate. 
Colors: 

1. Building style and era appropriate. 
2. Suggest period palettes. 
3. Painted sides of buildings acceptable.  

May exceed the 10% rule, if a mural. 
4. No fluorescent signage or letters. 

Temporary Signage: 

1. Sandwich boards acceptable. 
• These may be displayed during 

business hours only. 
• 4’ high x 2’-6” wide max. 
• Sandwich boards areas are not 

counted against the 10% total. 
• Maximum (1) sandwich board 

sign per business. 
2. No window soaping, or white shoe 

polish. 
Miscellaneous: 

1. Consider in-sidewalk signage and 
logos. 

2. Consider use of 3D sculpture, 
painted benches, fireplugs, banners, 
and other street art for district 
signage. 

3. Suggest consistent placement and 
location for historical district 
designation signs. 

4. Coordinate street signage. 
5. Private banners encouraged. 
6. ‘For Rent’ signs advertising upper 

level residential units allowed. 
7. Wall mounted flags and standards 

allowed. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 20 feet 

30 feet 

 
How to Determine the Size of  Your Sign 

Example 

1. Measure the height and width of your building face 
2. Multiply the two figures to determine the size of your building façade                  30 

feet x  20 feet =  600 square feet 
3. Calculate 10% of the building façade      

 600 square feet  x  .1 =  60 square feet 
4. The maximum size of the sign is 60 square feet or: 
 

 

Your Favorite Store Name 

20’ 

3’ 

Your Favorite  
Store Name 

10’ 

6’ 



IV. AWNINGS 
 
An awning can be both a decorative and 
functional addition to your storefront.  
Colorful and bright, it also serves as an 
energy savor by regulating the amount of 
sunlight that enters your window.  Under an 
awning, shoppers are enticed to stop, look 
and step inside. 
 
1. An awning creates a pleasant space in 

front of your building, like a city tree.  It 
provides shade and shelter for busy 
shoppers, a resting place where 
pedestrians can stop away from the flow 
of traffic. 

2. Awnings regulate the amount of 
sunshine which penetrates your 
windows.  Based on your building’s 
orientation to the sun — north, south, 
east or west — you can determine 
awning needs. 
• With a northern exposure your 

building will probably not require an 
awning. For a southern window, 
however, an awning can be an 
excellent climate control device.  A 
combination of insulating glass plus 
an awning will make a significant 
difference in your energy savings. 

3. The installation design will determine in 
large part how energy effective the 
fixture will be.  Do you want an operable 
awning which can be opened and closed?  
Or do you want a fixed awning which 
remains permanently open? 
• An operable fixture allows the sun to 

shine into your store on cold days.  It 
shades your window when it is sunny 
outside.  An inoperable, fixed awning 
is primarily decorative.  Although less 
expensive to install, it does not always 

fulfill the major function of an 
awning. 

4. As a visual element, an awning can add 
character and interest to your storefront.  
You should think about how it will 
appear in relation to the scale of your 
building.  How will it relate to existing 
architectural features?  Will it overpower 
the proportions of your windows and 
façade?  Look at your neighbors’ 
buildings and imagine how the addition 
of an awning will affect the character of 
the streetscape. 

5. Awnings can be constructed from several 
materials.  Canvas is traditional popular.  
It is flexible, but must be weather treated 
prior to installation.  Although initial 
installation costs are lower, they may 
require more maintenance than plastic 
and aluminum. 

6. Woven acrylic is an appropriate 
alternative to canvas; vinyl is not. 

7. Flat metal canopies are appropriate if the 
storefront is from the mid 20th century 
and it historically had one. 

8. To decide on a color for your awning, 
take a look at the entire building.  One 
with minimal architectural detailing can 
be enhanced with a bright accent color.  
A more decorated façade should be 
complemented with a subtle shade.  
Choose the color so that your awning 
enhances existing features. 

9. Pattern is important too.  Plain and 
simple, striped, or a bold solid — what 
image do you want to create?  Again, 
choice of a pattern (or no pattern at all) 
should depend on the character of the 
façade. 

10. Awnings have long been used to display 
advertising signs.  If you choose to 



incorporate a sign onto your awning, 
keep the message simple and directed 
towards identification. 

11. Make sure the awning you choose is 
guaranteed to be weather-resistant.  Most 
fabric-type awnings are chemically 
treated to retard deterioration by rain or 
snow.  Sun bleaching is another problem 
to consider—particularly in choosing a 
color that will not fade significantly. 

12. An awning is not the solution to every 
storefront design.  But a well designed 
and appropriately placed awning can save 
you money, spruce up your storefront, 
and create pleasant sidewalk space for 
shoppers 

 

The following guidelines should be 
considered: 
 

Style: 

1. Building style and era appropriate. 
2. Permanently fixed awnings are 

acceptable. 
3. Retractable awnings are acceptable, 

provided the structure retracts also, 
and does not remain exposed after 
covering retraction. 

Geometry: 
1. Flat awnings, (those not having a 

sloping or arched roof surface) are 
discouraged. 

2. Awnings that are shallow, only 
intended to provide a sign or cover 
up non-historic materials are 
unacceptable. 

3. Sloped, arched, and combination 
form awnings are acceptable. 

4. Simple geometric forms are 
encouraged. 

Size 

1. Full width awnings acceptable. 
2. Smaller, individual awnings over 

windows acceptable. 
3. No restriction, provided an individual 

awning is not more than one story 
tall. 

Placement: 
1. Should fit within the storefront. 
2. Should not extend above the lintel 

and beyond the side piers of a 
storefront. 

3. Frames should be bolted through 
mortar joints, not through the 
masonry units themselves. 

Lighting: 
1. Should not be internally lit. 
2. May be externally lit. 
3. Backlit awning signage strips are 

acceptable. 
4. No flashing or moving lights. 

Material: 
1. Avoid aluminum 

Colors and Patterns: 

1. Building style and era appropriate. 
2. Subdued hue, natural period colors 

are preferable. 
3. Stripes and patterns are acceptable, 

subject to review by  Design Review 
Board. 

Letters & Signage: 

1. No restrictions on placement. 
Miscellaneous: 

1. Valence may be removable. 
2. Scalloped edges acceptable. 



 TERMINOLOGY &  
ARCHITECTURAL DETAILS 
 
The City does not expect you to be an expert in 
architecture.  Please use the following to help 
you interpret your building’s architectural 
features. 
 
Preserve:  to take the necessary steps to stop 
the deterioration of a structure 
Reconstruct:  to recreate a structure with all 
new materials, no original materials are in 
existence 
Rehabilitate:  to return a structure to a useful 
upgraded state through repair, replacement or 
conservation of its material elements 
Replicate:  to duplicate missing or 
deteriorated elements of a structure using new 
materials 
Restore:  to return the appearance of a 
structure to a specific time period 
Awning:  sloped projection over exterior 
windows, door or entries which provides 
protection from the weather 
Bay:  the number of symmetrical openings 
(door and windows) across the façade of a 
building 
Bay Window:  a window that projects out 
from the surface of an exterior wall and 
extends to the ground 
Belt Course:  a flat, horizontal band that 
projects outward, marking a division in the 
wall plane—carrying across the building 
Bracket:  a small carved or saw cut wooden 
decoration projecting from a wall which 
supports or pretends to support an overhanging 
element 

Capital:  the top or crown of a column 
Dentils:  closely spaced small square blocks 
that run in a row along the underside of a 
projecting cornice that resemble teeth 

Dormer:  a structure projecting from a sloping 
roof which houses a window.  Styles include:  
gable, shed, hipped, flat, segmental and arched 
Ell:  an addition on the rear of a building 
giving the overall structure an L-shape 

Façade:  the front of a building 
Fenestration:  the arrangement of windows in a 
façade 
Hood Mold:  the projecting molding of the 
arch over a door or window 
Keystone:  the wedge shaped top member of 
an arch 
 
Lintel:  a strong piece of wood or stone that 
spans the top of a window and supports the 
weight above it 
Rusticated:  beveled stone 
Sill:  the horizontal lower timber of a window 
or door frame 
Transom:  a window opening above a door 



Downtown Niles 
Intent to Perform Building Rehabilitation 

 
 
Date:             

 
Contact Information 
 
Your name:            

Home address:            

Phone number:           

E-mail address:            

Building address where proposed work will be performed:      

Building owner’s name (if different than you):        

Building owner’s phone number:         

Your signature:            

 
Will this be a self-funded project?   Yes   No  

Are you considering the use of public funds?   Yes   No  

 
1. What do you intend to do to the exterior of your building?   
 Please check all that apply 
  

 Replace windows 

 Paint 

 Install new sign 

 Install new awning 

 Install new doorway 

 Repair/Improve exterior materials 

 Exterior decorative objects (attached to building or on sidewalk) 

 Other            
 
 
 
Next page please... 



Downtown Niles 
Intent to Perform Building Rehabilitation 

 
 
 
2. Please detail and provide more information regarding the proposed work listed (i.e. paint col-

ors, drawings, brochures, etc.) Attached separate sheet if necessary. 
   

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

 

Please return the completed form to either:  

Lisa Croteau       Juan E Ganum 

DDA/Main Street Program    City of Niles 

210 East Main Street     508 East Main Street 

Niles, Michigan 49120     Niles, Michigan 49120 

(269)683-4700      (269)683-4700 

nilesmainstreet@nilesmainstreet.org   jganum@nilesmi.org  

 

You will be contacted within three (3) business days of the date of submission to arrange a 

meeting with the Design Review Board.  The Design Review Board will provide you with a 

written determination within five (5) days of the meeting.  Please be advised that the building 

owner will be contacted to confirm the proposed project unless you have expressed permis-

sion to conduct such work within your lease agreement. 




