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BENZIE COUNTY PLANNING COMMISSION 

December 13, 2012 
 

The Benzie County Planning Commission met in a regular meeting on December 13, 2012 in room 206, 
Benzie County Government Center, Beulah, MI, 49617 

 
MEMBERS PRESENT: Planning Commission Chair Peg Minster, Vice Chair, Nena Bondarenko, 

Secretary Susan Zenker, Don Tanner 
MEMBERS EXCUSED:  Nena Bondarenko, Adrian Poulisse 
MEMBERS ABSENT:  None 
STAFF PRESENT:  Kathy Ralston - Recording Secretary 
OTHERS PRESENT: Sharron May-Gilmore Township  
 
I. Chair Minster called the meeting to order and led the pledge of allegiance at 7:35 p.m. 
 

II. Approval of Agenda 
Minster recommended deleting budget report, D. under Unfinished Business since Chris Olson was 
not present. So amended. 

             Motion by Tanner, seconded by Zenker to approve the agenda as amended. 
             Ayes: Minster, Zenker, Tanner, Damm Nays:  None. Motion Carried 

 
III. Approval of Regular Meeting Minutes from November 8, 2012 

Ralston said there is an error on the last page where the minutes state that there was a work session 
scheduled for tonight (December 13). There was no work session scheduled. Minster recommends 
striking that statement. So amended. 
Motion by Tanner, seconded by Zenker to approve the November 8, 2012 Regular Meeting and 
Work Session Minutes as amended. 
Ayes: Minster, Zenker, Tanner, Damm Nays:  None. Motion Carried. 

 
IV. Public Input: Sharron May – Crystal Lake Township 
             Said she would like to offer comments regarding minutes from the November meeting of the      

Benzie County Planning Commission (BCPC). She clarified that although she had offered to do a Lakes 
to Land report, she can only comment as a member of the public who is involved with that initiative 
and cannot officially represent them. She was encouraged and excited when reading remarks made 
by Grand Traverse (GT) County Planning Director, John Sych when he explained the current GT county 
planning process. Mr. Sych explained (in November) that the GT planning commission has reached 
out to the 119 local elected governmental officials in GT county and the goal is to set up a situation 
where these 119 individuals will drive the county planning process and that it would be a bottom up 
process. She suggested that incorporating similar language in the mission statement of the BCPC or 
any other statements put out by the body could help to convey the message that it is open to 
participation and input from the local units. She also said her experience with the BCPC has been that 
it is open to participation and input from the public and the local units but that may not be widely 
understood by others. Small changes in language can go a long way to help with that understanding. 
 

V. Unfinished Business 
A. Establish and publicize PC mission statement 

*Review and Approve Draft Mission Statement 
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After discussion and adjustments to the existing PC draft mission statement, the draft is as 
follows:  
 
The Planning Commission is a local nonpolitical unit of the Benzie County government 
providing services that are directed by Michigan Planning Enabling Act 33 of 2008 to 
establish planning for the county; to promote safety, health and general welfare. 
 
Major Objectives:  
1. Adopt, amend or review the county master plan; 
2. Work to implement the county master plan; 
3. Encourage intergovernmental cooperation and communication by identifying common 
planning goals among local units of government for county wide comprehensive planning; 
4. Provide an annual oral and or written report to legislative bodies of the county, concerning 
its operation and status of planning activities;  
5. Engage the public on planning issues within the county and provide educational 
opportunities wherever possible; 
6. Provide an annual capital improvement plan. Review and comment on proposed capital 
improvement projects of the county.     
 
Motion:  By Tanner, seconded by Damm to adopt the mission statement and objectives. 
Discussion: Zenker and/or Ralston will submit the adopted mission statement to post to the 
planning commission page on the Benzie County web site. 
 

B. Update and digitize all parts of the 2020 Comprehensive Plan and post on county  
website, Zenker and Ralston: Zenker reported that all parts of the master plan not currently 
posted as downloadable PDFs on the county website have been scanned. They then needed to 
be optimized to clean up some areas that were not clear (legible). All now looks clear, 
including maps. The next step will be to set up an appointment with the county website 
committee, chaired by County Clerk Dawn Olney. There will be some design change to the PC 
webpage necessary to place a heading above all reports, white papers, and updates etc. that 
are actually part of the Benzie County 2020 Comprehensive Plan so that this is clear to the 
public viewing the website.   

 
C. Update on Michigan State University Extension (MSUE) Citizen Planner Course 

Lakes to Land is currently discussing scheduling the course in February. Zenker and 
Bondarenko are currently signed up for the online version of the course.  

 
D. Lakes to Land (LtoL) Report 

Zenker: the LtoL consulting firm, Beckett & Raeder has been circulating their “Agriculture 
Vitality Strategy” report. One concern outlined in that report and a topic of discussion in 
Joyfield and Blaine Townships has been “What do farmers need to stay viable for the next 20 
years?” The Blaine Township Planning Commission held a public meeting on November 26 
where farmers were invited so that question could be posed to them. It is reported on the 
LtoL website that eight farmers from Blaine and two farmers from Joyfield attended to 
participate in the discussion. The goal is to incorporate input from these discussions into the 
new master plan for Blaine and possibly the other townships.  
Zenker also commented that one of the goals for Joyfield Township which came out of their 
initial visioning session as part of the LtoL initiative was to preserve the scenic and rural 
character. However, they are now moving away from some of the tools that could help to 
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accomplish this. For example, at the last Joyfield Township Planning Commission meeting, 
there was resistance to the idea of allowing for cluster development which can ultimately 
preserve open space and the “scenic and rural character.” She said she is concerned that 
Joyfield may follow the example of Blaine Township and set a minimum parcel size for 
agriculture of 10 or 20 acres and prohibit farmers from splitting their acreage.  
Tanner commented that it is much better not to base regulations on lot size. Adopting a 
density zoning model is much more helpful in ultimately preserving farmland. For example, 
you can allow for a density of 8 units per 40 acres. Then, a land owner could possibly do a 
Planned Unit Development (PUD) on a portion of the 40 acres. That type of planning often 
requires that other tools such as Transfer of Development Rights (TDR) be built into to the 
zoning ordinance. He said that we learned years ago that 10 acre minimum lot sizes do 
nothing to preserve farm land.   
 

E. Update on communication with Manistee County regarding shared planning staff 
Ralston reported that she spoke to Robert Carson after being asked to do so by Minster. He 
confirmed that he plans to address the BCPC at 7pm on January 10 to report on what 
assistance the Manistee County Planning Department can offer to update data in the Benzie 
2020 Comprehensive Plan base document. He explained that he will have a PDF of the 
document available for the planning commissioners to review with his comments inserted.     
 

F. Benzie County Brownfield Redevelopment status 
Tanner-Marc Florian has been reassured that Benzie County does indeed wish to proceed with 
setting up the Brownfield Authority and program. He will be proceeding with work on this as 
the consultant for the county.  

 
G. Planning Commission Appointment Status 

Tanner reported that Dave Micinski, Benzie Central School Board Superintendent has not yet 
responded with a recommendation. The two school boards in the county take turns in 
recommending a representative to serve on the county planning commission and it is Benzie 
Central’s turn. Tanner said he will contact Mr. Micinski again to ask about a recommendation.   

 
H. NMCOG Guide to Permitting and Zoning-Document is complete-No Report 

 
VI. New Business 
 
VII. Correspondence 

A. Gilmore Township Letter and Proposed Zoning Ordinance 
Tanner commented that there are only five zoning districts included in the zoning district 
maps with no commercial or other uses included. The township could possibly run into a 
problem if someone came in and wanted to engage in a use that is not provided. They may be 
able to show there is a “demonstrated need.” The BCPC may want some clarification on that 
issue for the purpose of comment to Gilmore. He commented that, in Section 2.2 on page 2-3, 
the definition for anemometer tower is listed twice. He commented on Section 15.2 Home 
Occupations. In the current economy, we need to rethink the definition of a home occupation 
and what we think of as agriculture. Agriculture can happen on small parcels such as 2-5 acres 
as opposed to huge tracts of land. There is a move toward doing agriculture on more of a 
subsistence level and local ordinances should embrace that. The way the section is now 
worded, it doesn’t appear to embrace entrepreneurial concepts. He commented on Section 
16.13, Junkyards. Since all districts allowed for in the proposed ordinance are residential, 20 
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acres would be needed to meet the provision in 16.13 G. Maybe the wording should be 
changed to require 20 acres at a minimum or reduce the 10 acre minimum or the 200 foot 
requirement for the transition strip. On Section 16.28 D 5. Hunting Hours: He suggested that 
the provision be simplified by allowing hunting during legal hunting hours as allowed by the 
Michigan Department of Natural Resources. On Article 17, Planned Unit Developments 
(PUDs), he suggested that every effort should be made not to exceed the number of splits or 
density desired in a district. PUDs shouldn’t be used as a tool to get around the density 
established by the zoning district. He commented on some of the language in Section 17 such 
as in 17.1.3 D. referring to residential and nonresidential uses. It does not appear that such 
mixed uses are supported by the rest of the ordinance. He suggested that the township 
planning commission may want to go through the entire ordinance and strike references to 
districts that are not allowed for in the ordinance such as in Section 17.4.5 Uses that may be 
permitted. Under B. it refers to the C-1, C/R or N/C districts. There are no such districts 
provided in the ordinance. Section 17.8 Transfer of Development Rights (TDR) Intended 
sending zones are RP-2.5 and RP-5. Intended receiving zones are R-2 and R-3. It is not clear 
from looking at the proposed zoning maps whether or not they have parcels large enough in 
their R-2 and R-3 districts to accomplish this. He said TDRs are a great tool but just is unclear 
as to whether the parcels are there to accommodate it. Section 22.3.2 The Cutting of Trees: 
He believes this to be an unenforceable provision because it would require someone to 
physically count the trees when the 50% threshold is reached. Section 22.4 D. Community 
Noise Standards: He commented that it’s an arbitrary standard because noise travels 
differently depending on humidity and other environmental and climatic conditions. Section 
28.7 Non-Conforming Parcels or Lots-Assemblage: He commented that it may not be legal to 
require property owners to combine parcels as the provision is worded. 
Minster commented on Section 16.26 Wind Energy Conversion Systems (WECS): In general, 
she said it appears to be very closely regulated. Tanner commented that if an ordinance has 
the effect of prohibiting a use, the state may decide to step in and take the regulating 
authority away from the local units for that use. He said that, in his opinion the height 
restrictions on commercial wind in this ordinance would have the effect of eliminating it for all 
practical purposes. Minster stated that when the BCPC prepares a commentary letter on the 
ordinance to the township, it should be clearly stated that it is not known what the state will 
do but just that this it is a possible outcome.  
There was discussion on the review and commentary role of the county planning commission 
according to the Michigan Zoning Enabling Act (MZEA). General discussion followed on 
scheduling a special meeting to draft comments addressed to Gilmore Township officials in 
time to meet the 30 day commentary period as specified in section 307 of the MZEA and how 
best to compose the letter, discuss the contents and vote by December 20. There was 
discussion on contacting attorney Dick Figura to seek guidance and some clarification to draft 
a letter to Gilmore. Minster set the date and time for a special meeting to finalize comments 
to Gilmore Township for Tuesday December 18 at 7pm.   
   

VIII. Presentations and Announcements  
 
IX. Public Input: Sharron May-Crystal Lake Township commented that it’s been a pleasure observing  

the planning commission at work. She said tonight’s meeting has made it more clear on how the 
county planning commission can fit in with the various planning processes that are going on with the 
local governments. She said that Don (Tanner) said some important things tonight when he 
commented on smaller square footage requirements for houses and making changes in zoning 
ordinances to accommodate that. In fact, the Frankfort Planning Commission is suggesting that a 
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change be made in their ordinance to reduce the minimum square footage requirement in one of 
their districts to 680 square feet, not including porches and decks etc. There will be a public hearing 
process before any changes like this are made. She is working on getting some photographs together 
of architecture incorporating passive solar design. There is an architect in Empire who built a very 
small energy efficient house. She hopes this will help allay fears that some have in Frankfort that the 
reduced square footage requirements will have a negative impact on the community. She believes 
that small houses are the wave of the future. Recent census data indicates a significant increase in 
the number of small farms in the U.S. There are also an increasing number of people opting to 
produce food for their own consumption. She commented that there has been some conflict 
between those advocating for smart growth planning design that tend to live in more urban areas 
and those engaging in “back to the land” practices who tend to live in more rural areas. Most of the 
focus from the smart growth movement is on urban areas. There doesn’t appear to be much 
literature or commentary from those in the smart growth movement on what the rural areas should 
look like. In some areas, the smart growth community has come out against small farms expressing a 
preference for larger farms. The thinking seems to be that small farms contribute to sprawl and 
infringe on viewsheds. Her concern is that this attitude translated to policy decisions will lead to 
gentrification. She also noted that those who are choosing a more “back to the land” approach, 
raising their own food and even the rural poor are underrepresented at meetings such as visioning 
sessions and tend to be underrepresented in many of the planning processes that are going on. The 
county, townships and all local officials should be aware of this and work to understand the needs 
and perspectives of these groups. She spoke in favor of allowing for more entrepreneurial activities 
including agricultural activities and home occupations in the rural areas through less restrictive 
planning and zoning. This will help rural people by providing employment but also opens up more 
opportunities in cities for people to be more in touch with food production through things like market 
gardens etc. The idea is that we would be providing employment through local means using local 
resources by allowing people like us to fully utilize our land. She referred to the language in the BCPC 
mission statement, “to promote health, safety and general welfare.” She posed the question, how 
would that translate to planning and zoning for individual and collective food, water and energy 
security because that really is health, safety and general welfare.     
 
Next regular meeting of the planning commission is January 10 at 8:00pm in room 206 of the 
government center following the work session scheduled for 7:00pm, same location.          
 

X. Meeting was adjourned at 10:40p.m. 
 

Respectfully Submitted: 
 

____________________________________________________________________________________ 
Susan Zenker – Secretary       Kathy Ralston – Recording Secretary 


