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BENZIE COUNTY PLANNING COMMISSION 
AUGUST 9, 2012 

 

The Benzie County Planning Commission met in a regular meeting on August 9, 2012 in room 206, Benzie 
County Government Center, Beulah, MI, 49617 

 
MEMBERS PRESENT: Planning Commission Vice Chair, Nena Bondarenko, Secretary Susan Zenker, 

Don Tanner, Anne Damm, Adrian Poulisse 
MEMBERS EXCUSED:  Peg Minster 
MEMBERS ABSENT:  Wes Blizzard 
STAFF PRESENT:  Kathy Ralston - Recording Secretary 
OTHERS PRESENT: Chris Olson - Benzie County Administrator, Sharron May - Crystal Lake 

Township, Deb Lindgren - Joyfield Township 
 
I. Vice Chair Bondarenko called the meeting to order and led the pledge of allegiance at 7:34 p.m. 

 

II. Approval of Agenda  
Motion by Tanner, seconded by Poulisse to approve the agenda as presented. Ayes: Bondarenko, 
Zenker, Tanner, Damm, Poulisse  Nays:  None Motion Carried 

 
III. Approval of Regular Meeting Minutes from July 12, 2012 

Motion by Tanner, seconded by Zenker to approve the July 12, 2012 Regular Meeting Minutes Ayes: 
Bondarenko, Zenker, Tanner, Damm, Poulisse Nays:  None  Motion Carried. 

 
IV. Public Input – Sharron May of Crystal Lake Township said one of the reasons she came tonight was to      

give Adrian Poulisse some information from the Lakes to Land meeting that was held yesterday 
(August 8). She stressed that these words are part of the draft minutes which have not been 
approved or viewed by the Lakes to Land leadership committee and that they represent statements 
by the individuals who were speaking and not necessarily the views of the initiative as a whole. She 
brought this information to avoid a possible misunderstanding and to hopefully clarify an issue for 
the county planning commission. Mr. Poulisse will talk more about this under the Lakes to Land 
agenda item.   
 
She asked why there still is a county planning commission (PC) as it seems like we may have forfeited 
the need for that when the county Board of Commissioners repealed the county zoning ordinance. 
She questions the purpose of the county planning commission, with all due respect, when budgets 
are tight. She also questions the need of county planning in general in light of the existence of the 
Lakes to Land Initiative which is a bottom up process where there will be the creation of the 
individual master plans that then will be looked at as a collaborative. She said her concern is that 
there may be duplication that is not aligned. The PC can choose to answer the question at this point 
or not. These are just issues she, as a citizen, has been wondering about. 

 
V. Unfinished Business 

A. PC Goals and Objectives 
1. Make all parts of master plan accessible to all stakeholders - Zenker and Ralston 

Bondarenko clarifies that “stakeholders” refers to all entities with an interest in the 
county planning process including all local governments and organizations within 
Benzie County as well as bordering municipalities. 
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Currently, the following parts of the Benzie County Comprehensive Plan are posted 
online at http://www.benzieco.net/cmt_planning_commission.htm in downloadable 
PDF format: 

 Benzie County Comprehensive Plan 2020 (This is the “Base Document” of the 
master plan) 

 Benzie County Recreational and Cultural Master Plan 

 Open Space and Natural Resources Protection Plan 

 Socioeconomic Trends Update 
The following documents from the original master plan process are, to anyone’s 
knowledge as of this date only available in hardcopy and need to be scanned, 
converted to digital format and posted online and/or burned to discs for accessibility 
to all stakeholders: 

 Transportation Report 

 Sensitive Lands & Water Resources Report 

 Forestry & Mineral Resources Report 

 Jobs and Economic Development Report (Question as to whether this was 
actually adopted) 

 Residential Development and Land Division Report 

 Agricultural Report 

 Intergovernmental Cooperation Report 
Zenker and Ralston have been researching the resources currently owned by the 
county that will aid in the process of getting the entire comprehensive plan with all 
supporting documents scanned into digital format. Mr. Olson has contacted Steve 
Hartman from Netlink Inc. to work out the logistics of which copier in the building will 
be used for the scanning and which computer or computers will have the necessary 
software installed to work with the scanned documents and convert to editable 
formats as the PC moves forward with updates. There will be no additional cost to the 
county for the software because the county already owns it. There will be no 
additional cost for any technical assistance needed from Netlink. This is provided as 
part of the cost of the equipment that has been purchased from them. Michelle 
Robinson is Kurt Schindler’s (Land Use Educator for Benzie County Michigan State 
University Extension-MSUE) secretary. Mr. Schindler has agreed to allow her to use 
part of her staff time to get the documents scanned and into digital format. Ralston 
and Zenker will meet with Mr. Schindler Tuesday (August 14) at 10am to review all 
parts of the master plan and identify the documents that will be scanned.  
 

2. Establishing benchmarks for master plan update 
There was discussion on the Comprehensive Plan (CP) update process that was begun 
early in 2008. Damm chaired the CP update steering committee with assistance from 
Dave Neiger, the then county planner. Documentation for this process exists including 
an outlined plan of the entire process. This plan contained language on the inclusion of 
each governmental entity within the county as an integral part of the master plan 
update process. At that time, all participants of the original CP visioning and planning 
process were contacted by mail. Each governmental entity was also notified that the 
county PC was beginning an update of the entire plan and were invited to participate. 
An initial meeting was held with respondents of that letter in January 2008. Ralston 
has minutes and an agenda from the CP update meeting held April 23, 2008 and an 
agenda for May 21, 2008. There may be more documentation from other meetings 

http://www.benzieco.net/cmt_planning_commission.htm
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that she does not have.  Tanner explained that this was a time that the county PC was 
moving forward with several initiatives such as the CP update, the two county summits 
on intergovernmental cooperation held in 2007 and 2009 and the reorganization of 
the county zoning ordinance. At the same time the PC was doing all it could to move 
forward with this work, the Board of Commissioners was looking at limited funds and 
drastic budget cuts particularly for the various non-mandated county services. 
 
The Socioeconomic profile from 1997 was updated in 2008. Karen Roberts, who was 
on the PC at that time, completed this update. That report exists in PDF format and is 
posted on the PC webpage. It was noted that since that update, there is new census 
data from 2010 and it may be a good idea to prioritize updating that report for that 
reason. Ralston reported that she spoke to Karen about the possibility of updating the 
report again. Karen indicated that she is interested in discussing with Kurt Schindler, 
some concerns she has regarding elements missing from the comprehensive plan in 
general, such as an emphasis on place making as a tool for economic resiliency. 

 
Tanner said, looking at the dates on each of the reports that are part of the plan, the 
transportation white paper is the oldest (1997) so this may be a report to prioritize for 
an update. The PC can likely secure assistance from the Northwest Michigan Council of 
Governments (NMCOG) and possibly the Grand Vision since that process focused 
heavily on regional transportation issues.  

 
Olson reported on data collected by the Michigan Department of Transportation 
(MDOT) on miles traveled from all counties in Michigan. In 2010, according to this 
report there was a total of 221,337 miles traveled on Benzie County roads (all roads). 
Bondarenko asked if that report shows how many paved and unpaved roads there are 
in the county. Olson explained that you can get that information from the Benzie 
County Road Commission (BCRC). He has received, from the BCRC, the 2011 County 
Road Association of Michigan (CRAM) directory. The directory shows for Benzie 
County: 180 miles of primary roads (mostly paved), 270 miles of local roads 
(combination paved and gravel), and 176 seasonal roads (all gravel or 2 track). He said 
the BCRC would be a resource for a transportation report update for a variety of data 
such as traffic counts etc. The Benzie Bus will also be a resource for a transportation 
update. The completion of a county wide transportation plan will also help both the 
BCRC and the Benzie Bus with funding opportunities. 

 
Bondarenko stressed the need for the Jobs and Economic report to be prioritized as 
well.  

 
It was decided that the PC will prioritize the completion of a county wide 
Transportation Plan, Jobs and Economic Development Plan and the update of the 
county Socioeconomic Profile.  

 
3. Establish and publicize PC mission statement 

Bondarenko asked that each commissioner come back next month with written ideas 
and statements on the purpose and mission of the county PC. Then, the language can 
be combined and crafted into a succinct mission statement approximately one 
paragraph long. Ralston said she has copies available of the Michigan State University 
Extension (MSUE) document, “County Planning; Its Legal Authority and Coordinated 
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Planning.” This document addresses the unique functions of the county planning 
commission as prescribed by the Michigan Planning Enabling Act (MPEA). Ralston also 
said that when she talks to Kurt Schindler this Tuesday, she will ask him for a list of all 
counties in Michigan who have a planning commission with or without additional 
planning staff and who do not do zoning at the county level. Through contact with 
these counties, the PC can begin to get more understanding of the unique role of 
county planning in Michigan in counties that do not zone. Commissioners were 
encouraged to review the MSUE document and the MPEA itself (this is P.A. 33 of 2008) 
and include existing statutory guidelines for a county planning commission in the 
proposed mission statement language.  
 
There was discussion on addressing Sharron May’s question on what the purpose of a 
county planning commission is with no county zoning ordinance in effect. Mr. Olson 
and various commissioners explained some of the functions as prescribed in the MPEA. 
There is a review function when any local entity is ready to adopt a new plan or 
ordinance. This is an advisory role and is not regulatory or authoritative in nature. The 
MPEA speaks specifically to this function for county planning commissions due to the 
broader perspective of the county. The county is well positioned to see the bigger 
picture and to comment on possible conflicting uses. Local units who plan and zone 
will have the comments of the county PC to consider, nothing more. Another 
important function of the county PC is the completion of the annual county Capital 
Improvements Plan. This is the responsibility of the county PC as prescribed in the 
MPEA. Again, it is a broader function and a coordinating role for all municipalities 
within the county. Many county planning commissions and county planning staff 
throughout the state also serve to coordinate educational opportunities for elected 
and appointed officials throughout their respective counties. The county PC is an 
excellent facilitator for intergovernmental cooperation and for identifying common 
goals among the local units of governments.    
  
There was discussion that the intention of the county comprehensive plan has always 
been that it is intended for the use of all the municipalities in the county. They can use 
it as they see fit. Poulisse said that some of the townships did adopt the county plan 
and many will probably retain much of it while adapting it by localizing it more to suit 
their needs.    

 
Tanner pointed out that recreational tourism is a large part of the economy in Benzie 
County. Because of this, it has been very important and economically beneficial for all 
the communities to have the Recreation and Cultural plan in place.  The total 
investment in the original plan done by the Parks and Recreation Commission was 
approximately $20,000. The Michigan Planning and Zoning Center served as the 
consulting firm that guided the process. Most of this original cost was covered by a 
grant. Two updates have been completed since the completion of the original plan. 
The total cost of the two updates together was approximately $12,000. Graduate 
students came in to help with each of the two updates. In order to qualify to receive 
state grant funds, there must be a recreation and cultural plan in place. Due to the 
existence of our Benzie County recreation plan over $60 million in funding from 
various recreation grants over the years have been awarded to various local Benzie 
County communities and organizations. Various governmental entities have applied 
and received funding over the years. In many cases, they would not have received the 
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grant funds were it not for the presence of the county wide recreation plan. It is 
important to realize that there has been an excellent return on this investment.  

 
B. Update on MSUE Citizen Planner Course setup-Poulisse and Tanner 

The Lakes to Land initiative is still planning to schedule a course in the fall but there is nothing 
to report at this time. Bondarenko reports that for the full 7 modules online, the cost is $349. 
She said she is thinking about taking the course online, partly due to more flexible scheduling. 
Poulisse said he would prefer to take it face to face for more personal feedback. 
Poulisse said he should be getting more information about the Lakes to Land initiative 
scheduling a course and will bring it back to the PC.  
 

C. Planning Commission Budget Report-Zenker 
Zenker reported that the county budget committee invited her to the table to present the 
budget needs of the county PC. They said they would take the PC request of $9,000 for fiscal 
year 2013 to the next step. This means it is included in the preliminary budget that will go to 
the full county commission. Budget committee meetings are scheduled for Monday, 
Wednesday and Thursday of next week, all beginning at 8a.m. (August 13, 15, 16).   
The full county board of commissioners will get the full preliminary budget proposal on 
August 21st.  
 

D.  Lakes to Land Report-Zenker  
Zenker was unable to attend the Lakes to Land (LtoL) meeting yesterday (August 8th). Poulisse 
was also not able to attend as he attended a planning meeting in Blaine Township. He reports 
that he has spoken to several members of the initiative since last night’s meeting and he has 
information in the form of dialogue from that meeting that he wishes to share with the PC. 
Tim Ervin from the Alliance for Economic Success was part of this dialogue. There was a 
question presented by a LtoL participant. Poulisse read the following dialogue: 
 
Initiative Member: “Early on, the leadership team was defined as two representatives from 
each township. Our contractor, Beckett & Radar has reached beyond the bounds of the 
townships and invited Benzie County to participate. However that occurred, I don’t know but 
it was without the guidance of the leadership team. How do you plan to accommodate the 
county?” 
 
Tim Ervin: “Let me address that in a couple of ways. One thing I want to get back to is that we 
are baking a new cake and to a certain extent, it’s a learning process for us all. I think 
everyone brings good will and the best intentions to this process. The way I look at county 
participation is that we have all these interests that should be involved and care about this 
process; nonprofits, other governments including tribal governments, businesses, private 
citizens, seasonal residents etc. If these plans are going to be good, we need to do our best to 
get everyone involved in that process. I view county government as part of those interests. I 
explained this to John (Iacoangeli-Beckett & Raeder consultant), that it goes back to the origin 
of the project and the explicit purposes of the leadership team. I don’t believe the county 
government should be on the leadership team because we did not define the project that 
way. How do I plan to address that? I think that’s how I address it. We may have suggested 
they (the county) could be on the leadership team but when we went back and looked at how 
this project was set up, how it was organized and how it was driven, it really isn’t the best fit. 
Do we want you (county) to come to the meetings? Absolutely. Do we want you to participate 
in any of these planning commission meetings, any of the other sessions that occur during the 
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process? Absolutely. But I think the leadership team is the leadership team and what we said 
at the outset, which is two reps from each of the units that are creating deliverables, it just 
makes sense.”   
 
Poulisse: “So, it’s his (Ervin’s) opinion stating that the county should not have two votes at the 
table but that it should be participating and providing input but not necessarily that it have a 
role on the leadership team having influence over some of the local townships. I can also add 
that there is an opinion from quite a few of the townships participating on the leadership 
team that the county be involved but that they not have a direct vote. And I guess that Mr. 
Iacoangeli came to us without the clear understanding of what was to be proposed.” 
Tanner: “I envisioned the role of the county PC as similar to that of Frankfort, where we would 
attend and pay attention. We may offer comment but from the outside and as a separate 
entity.”  
Poulisse: “I think they are trying to clarify that we send two representatives to meetings but 
that we not have a vote on the leadership team. Personally, I agree with that. A lot of the 
townships have some feelings against the county and some of them are scared that the 
county is going to try to jump in and hijack something. I do think that, like Frankfort, we 
should be involved but not have a vote.” 
Olson: “Manistee County doesn’t have anyone from their planning commission involved, so 
we would be treated the same as their county planning commission in that situation. In terms 
of county planning, there is a review function later on anyway.”  
Poulisse: “We would still have the review function later anyway where they send us a copy for 
comment.” 
Bondarenko: “I never thought of us as having a vote either. I just thought that we were going 
to attend to make ourselves aware of what is going on and comment if we were asked. We 
don’t want to interject anything with the townships when they are making up their mind on 
how they want their planning to be. When we get their (proposed) master plans, that’s our 
time to comment. There’s no way we want to tell them what to do. I think all those people 
committing themselves to this process is wonderful.”  
Damm: “I think we should do this hands off.” 
Tanner: “Whatever they want our participation level to be that’s what it will be.” 
Poulisse: “Anyone can go to the meetings. They are very receptive to participation from any 
member of the public.” 
Olson asked if there was any report on whether Pleasanton Township decided to participate in 
the LtoL process. Zenker said that they made a second attempt at a visioning session since 
there was not a large response for the first one. 
Lakes to Land leadership meetings are held on the second Wednesday of each month at 
1:00pm at the Pleasant Valley Community Center in Arcadia.  
 

E. Update on communication with Manistee County regarding shared planning staff-Olson and 
Tanner 
Olson said he has asked Manistee County Administrator Tom Kaminski about the possibility. 
He is very interested in the possibility because Manistee lost their part time planner. That 
individual was hired as a full time planner in Oceana County. Manistee County is in the 
position of deciding whether they will be hiring a part time or a full time person as a 
replacement for the person who just left. If we (Benzie) had room to participate with them 
and if we had the income to do it, Manistee would then possibly look for someone on more of 
a full time basis and possibly with more qualifications. He said Mr. Kaminski hasn’t told him 
they are hiring someone right now and he hasn’t seen anything advertised.   
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Tanner reported that he talked to Jim Krolczyk (Manistee County Commission Chair) about the 
possibility of shared planning staff.  
Olson said Manistee’s fiscal year is the same as ours. Both counties may be in a better position 
to discuss it by the time the PC meets next month. 
 

F. Benzie County Brownfield Redevelopment status-Tanner 
Tanner reported that the BOC did put out a message to Mark Florian that we do want to work 
with him as a consultant for the process of getting the brownfield board and program up and 
running. Mr. Florian has been helping Dawn Olney (Benzie County Clerk) with the notices. 
Bondarenko asked if the PC would be asked to appoint a member to the Brownfield 
Redevelopment Authority.  
Tanner answered that yes, since it’s an economic development tool, we do need someone 
from the PC on the brownfield board.  
Zenker presented the letter to be sent to the Board of Commissioners from the PC in support 
of the establishment of the Brownfield Redevelopment Authority with July minutes attached. 
 

VI. New Business 
A. Planning Commission resignation and opening 

The PC officers are of the understanding that Wes Blizzard does wish to resign from the PC. He 
has not submitted a letter of resignation. Bondarenko will approach him to confirm his desire 
(or not) to resign and secure a signed letter if that is his wish.  

 
VII. Correspondence 

1. Letter from Blaine Township announcing the public hearing for their new zoning    
ordinance-Received 

2. Letter from NMCOG for New Designs for Growth: Community Growth Grants Program  
 Opportunity-Received  

Discussion - The grant application deadline is September 7. The grant opportunity is for 
up to $15,000 in cash or technical assistance. 

3. Greater Thompsonville Area Draft Master Plan Hardcopy-Received 
Discussion – It covers the Townships of Weldon and Colfax and The Village of 
Thompsonville. It was approved the week of July 9th. The public hearing is scheduled 
for 7p.m. Thursday September 20 at the Thompsonville Village Hall. The draft plan is 
available electronically at http://www.colfaxtwp.org the Colfax Township website. 
Comments from the county PC will need to be ready to go very shortly after the next 
PC meeting on September 13. 
 

VIII. Presentations and Announcements 

 Olson said he had some communication with Roland Halliday regarding Lake Township looking 
at adopting a dark sky ordinance. There was a question as to whether the county PC would 
have any authority over this. It was determined that the county would just have the usual 
review function before the ordinance is adopted. 

 Poulisse announced that he went to the Blaine Township public hearing for their new 
ordinance. Zenker also attended. Poulisse reported that there was a good turnout of people at 
the hearing and not many comments which they took as a positive sign from the public. 

 Tanner said he believes that a grant from NMCOG was awarded for the update of the Betsie 
River watershed management plan. The project will be a major undertaking and will involve a 
number of lake and watershed associations. The county PC is a stakeholder in this process.  

 

http://www.colfaxtwp.org/
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IX. Public Input 
Sharron May thanked the PC for responding to her question regarding the validity of retaining a 
county PC in the absence of county zoning. She said the information from the August 8th Lakes to 
Land meeting was introduced tonight only to avoid any misunderstandings. She appreciates the PC’s 
sensitivity to some of the feelings that the townships have expressed. She said that, in the past, she 
had greater involvement with county planning and that she witnessed a lot of events that weren’t 
positive around the years 2007 and 2008. The problems really had to do with internal and external 
relationships between county departments and between the county and the townships. She said the 
planning commission in her estimation at the time did their best to follow the recommendations of 
the “Halting the Crisis in Confidence” report (2007 Wyckoff and Schindler). The only efforts she really 
saw to try to remedy the issues outlined in that report did come from the PC through efforts like the 
Summits on Intergovernmental Cooperation which she co-chaired with Kathy Ralston in 2008. 
Through these efforts, the PC was trying to do as the Wyckoff and Schindler report recommended 
and “meaningfully involve the townships.” Others in the county may not have been able to see that 
these efforts by the PC were, in some cases, being blocked and even sabotaged. With the Lakes to 
Land initiative, she feels there is an opportunity for some much needed healing. She suggested that it 
may be a good time for the county to wait to do a major master plan update. The county master plan 
review process could include the recognition that this (LtoL) process is going on and make the 
decision to wait for the results of the local unit’s plans.  
Deb Lindgren asked what the difference is between the Lakes to Land process and doing a county 
master plan. 
Bondarenko pointed out that it is more of a regional effort because it crosses county lines. 
Bonadarenko thanked the public for their comments and participation. In closing she stated that she 
would like all the local units and the public to know that she speaks for herself and she believes the 
rest of the county planning commission: “We are here to help and to work toward better planning in 
Benzie County and not to be political.” 

 
Next meeting of the planning commission is September 13 at 7:30pm in room 206 of the 
government center.           
 

X. Meeting was adjourned at 9:45 p.m. 
 

Respectfully Submitted: 
 

____________________________________________________________________________________ 
Susan Zenker – Secretary       Kathy Ralston – Recording Secretary 


