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BENZIE COUNTY PLANNING COMMISSION 
 January 10, 2013 

 

The Benzie County Planning Commission met in a work session on January 10, 2013 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, Anne Damm, Adrian Poulisse 
MEMBERS EXCUSED:  None 
MEMBERS ABSENT:  None 
STAFF PRESENT:  Chris Olson - Benzie County Administrator, Kathy Ralston - Recording Secretary 
OTHERS PRESENT: Robert Carson, Planning Director Manistee County. 
 
I. Chair Minster called the meeting to order at 7:10 p.m. 

 
II. State Purpose of Work Session 

Minster stated the purpose of the work session is to meet and discuss with Robert Carson-Manistee 
County Planning Director, the updating of the Benzie County 2020 Comprehensive Plan (BCCP) base 
document 

 
III. Public Input-None 

 
IV. Robert Carson presentation on updating the Benzie County 2020 Comprehensive Plan (BCCP) Base   
             Document 

Carson gave the planning commissioners a document with the heading: “Benzie County Master Plan 
Review.” This contained bulleted items under “General Plan Revision Comments” and an outline of a 
suggested “Revision/Update Process.” Carson stated that he reviewed the 2020 Comprehensive Plan 
(base document) and also took a look at the supporting documents (white papers). He stated that the 
entire plan is very well written and forms very good policy but is concerned that a basic update of the 
plan will not accomplish what the Planning Commission (PC) is looking for because much of the public 
input was gathered almost 15 years ago. Likely, public opinion hasn’t changed much. Many of the same 
themes from 10 or 15 years ago probably still predominate. Some examples are; protecting farmland, 
creating jobs and preserving rural character. However, just because of the length of time that has 
passed, he recommends that at least two public forums be held for the purpose of gathering public 
input. In this situation, for these public forums, he recommends that the PC begin with a presentation 
of what the original policy of this master plan was and find out if public opinion still matches it. 
Additionally, one of the most beneficial things that could be done is to reach out to the townships to 
see if they are following the same basic ideas and policies in the creation and implementation of their 
master plans that are laid out in the county master plan. Those questions may be difficult to answer at 
the moment because of all the new master plans that are being created right now. A better time to ask 
those questions will probably be in about 6 months from now when most of the townships have 
completed their new master plans. He stated that master plans he writes are usually much shorter. His 
approach usually specifies goals and objectives followed by an implementation plan. There is nothing 
wrong with the approach taken in the BCCP. There is some very good policy outlined in the document. 
One disadvantage is that, the longer the document is, the fewer people will actually read it. A good 
approach now would be to look at the policies and find out where the pitfalls occurred in 
implementation. Once that is done, a process of reshaping the implementation plan could begin.   
Tanner-Said at the time the BCCP was written, our planning consultant, Mark Wycoff warned that the 
writing of the plan is the easy part and that implementation is much more difficult.  
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There was discussion on which townships and how many are involved in the Lakes to Land (LtoL) 
Initiative. 
Exactly which municipalities are participating has changed over the last several months and over the 
last year. Right now, there are 15 municipalities listed at the top of the LtoL website in both Benzie and 
Manistee Counties.  
There was discussion on the various local governments that are planning and zoning jointly. 
Carson-Said he reviewed the new master plan created jointly by Colfax and Weldon Townships and the 
Village of Thompsonville.  
Tanner-Said Homestead and Inland have been planning and zoning jointly for a few years now. It 
would be a good idea to document on paper what the reasons were that they ultimately opted out of 
county zoning, even if we already suspect what some of their answers are.   
Carson- Yes, that approach makes sense with the new plan, looking back at the pitfalls, and how can 
these major ideas be better implemented. Building a bridge over those pitfalls is going to be the most 
important thing with your county plan. 
Damm-Said we have to recognize the fact that the same group of people aren’t here through the 
years.  
Tanner-There are a lot of complicated dynamics that have gone on between when the plan was 
completed and now. 
Damm-Said she’s gone through records from her six years of service on the county planning 
commission. The same themes can be seen from year to year. But the people change so they come to 
different conclusions on how to proceed. Consistency is lost as far as implementation follow through.  
Carson-Said if you’re lucky, when it’s time to go back and review an existing plan, there are at least a 
couple of individuals who can reiterate what the initial vision was. The new individuals may not 
completely agree with that vision, but they should understand the importance of not dismissing the 
original vision and the work that was done before. In the existing BCCP, all the tools of growth 
management are there such as using urban services districts, transfer of development rights and 
purchase of development rights, conservation easements, cluster development etc. These are the 
same growth management tools we still rely on. What is missing is an assessment of how these 
strategies are being implemented county wide.  
Tanner-Something we didn’t discuss at the time the plan was written is the new economy strategies.  
At the Council of Government’s meeting in Traverse City, Governor Snyder came to speak on the new 
economy. Many strategies that fit under the heading of “new economy,” are things that our local 
governments have been doing for years just to survive. We’ve had to work with neighboring units of 
government and coordinate services to get things done just due to the lack of funding when trying to 
accomplish things individually. What would be important to us it to remove some of the jurisdictional 
barriers in order to accomplish more coordination. The Michigan Joint Planning Enabling Act 
accomplishes some of that. An example of jurisdictions taking advantage of the opportunity to plan 
jointly is the coordination going on between Colfax and Weldon Townships and the Village of 
Thompsonville.    
Damm- Said she believes you can only sell things with pictures and a limited number of scenarios 
(probably no more than three) of what you’re trying to accomplish in a master plan. She commented 
that she is very enthusiastic about smart growth strategies and wants to show everyone but that is 
difficult to do without more people friendly media to help them visualize what you’re talking about.  
Even a movie to show people would be very helpful.  
Carson-Said he envisions updating the data that has changed in the base document, retaining it as is 
but creating a brief synopsis to go with it. This would be very colorful with a lot of pictures and brief 
bulleted text summarizing the plan policies and recommendations to the local units of governments. 
This is something you could hand to the local elected officials and the general public. It would be no 
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more than 5 or 6 pages and it would be something much shorter that people could read and 
understand exactly what the plan is about.  
Tanner-To Carson, “Would you say the white papers could be updated and we could craft another plan 
from those documents?” 
Carson-“I think so but that’s a lot of work.” He said that is another disadvantage of creating very data 
heavy master plans such as this. When it is time to update, you create a lot of work for yourself. 
Another issue is that the shape files that were located are not the files that were used to make the 
maps in the original plan. The data contained in those maps would have to be redigitized using 
Geographical Information Systems (GIS).   
Carson-“Does your road commission maintain a centerline file for your roads? Who issues road names 
for new roads?”  
Discussion followed on who would be maintaining GIS layer files for roads, parcels and addresses 
throughout the county. It was stated that much of this would be maintained by the county 
equalization department. There may be some information at the township level. The local units will 
also be gathering more of this information in digital format as they move through the creation of 
their new master plans.  
Carson-Said there is a lot of data that is readily available to him from the Michigan Spatial Data 
Website such as streams, wetlands, watershed boundaries, municipal boundaries, soil information, 
flood plains etc. What would not be available in digital format would be the areas as specified on the 
land use map such as urban service districts, cultural preservation areas, rural residential areas etc. 
Again, much of this information is probably being gathered by the townships as they are creating new 
master plans and zoning ordinances. My recommendation is to let the LtoL initiative complete what 
they’re working on to see what they come up with policy wise in their new master plans. You will want 
to see how closely their visions and policies match up to or differ from the existing county plan before 
you launch into a complete update of the base document. In the meantime,  

 All the sections that contain census data can be updated now using 2010 census data.  

 Some of the data contained in the plan from the forest service in terms of forest and land 
coverage can also be updated. 

  New data on agricultural resources can be pulled from the Natural Resources Conservation 
Service (NRCS).  

That way, much of the background data would be complete, except for policy language. By the time 
those sections are updated, the local units working with the LtoL initiative may be close to completion 
on their new master plans. The new township master plans will provide information on how closely the 
townships are aligned with the vision of the BCCP. If public opinion is largely the same, then you can 
begin analysis of where pitfalls in implementation have occurred. This would allow you to go straight 
into the public forums to find out if the general public still feels the same as they did 15 years ago. 
Bondarenko-“Are there particular things we can begin working on now? For example, we talked about 
updating the Socioeconomic Profile (white paper) to include the new census data.” 

 There was discussion on the white papers that the PC has now prioritized for updating at this time 

 Socioeconomic Profile 

 Jobs and Economic Development Plan 

 Transportation Plan 
There was discussion on information that needs to be updated in the base document overlapping 
with the information that would be included in the update of the Socioeconomic Profile. As the 
Socioeconomic Profile is being updated, the appropriate data being gathered during that process can 
be directly plugged into the base document of the BCCP. There was discussion on Karen Roberts’ 
offer to help with the updating of the Socioeconomic Profile and the completion of a Jobs and 
Economic Development Plan and to work with an intern if the PC can get one.   
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Minster-Said she will reach out to Karen Roberts again. She and the PC had talked about her returning 
to speak to the PC in February.   
Bondarenko-“Were we going to get any data from Grand Vision? Does the Northwest Council of 
Governments (NMCOG) have the same data as Grand Vision?” 
Carson-“They (NMCOG) will have all of the 2010 census data in very easy to use formats. They have 
pulled all the data off the US Census website. It is much easier to retrieve off the NMCOG site.”  
Bondarenko-“How about Scott Guest at NMCOG? Did he want to get involved with Benzie County 
stuff?” 
Tanner-“We can talk to him.” 
Carson-“While that kind of background data (the prioritized white papers) is being gathered, I can work 
on gathering all the necessary GIS files.” 
Tanner-Said we also talked about working with Michigan State University Extension (MSUE) to get a 
grad student that would help complete a lot of this work. We (Benzie) did that with the Parks and 
Recreation (P&R) Commission. The first time the P&R Commission did a recreation plan, they obtained 
a grant to hire a consultant. It cost about $20,000 using grant funding to pay the consultant and 
complete the plan. More recently, the P&R Commission obtained grad students to help write the 
current Benzie County Recreation and Cultural Plan. By utilizing grad student interns, we’ve been able 
to cut the cost of producing the recreation and cultural plan from about $20,000 to about 5 or $6,000. 
The beauty of that is the amount of money that we’ve been able to draw down from state coffers in 
the form of grants that we would otherwise not have been eligible for. 
Damm-“Is that a source of funding anymore?” 
Carson-“If you have an adopted recreation plan, it is. It’s funny how much weight that gives a 
community. The farther north you go in the state, the less likely you are to see an adopted recreation 
plan. The more rural you are, the less able the community is to hire consultants and complete those 
types of projects. Also, the grad student route is a great way to go because they have fresh ideas and 
are aware of the most recent technology.”  
Tanner-Said we should pursue that route (grad student interns) for this project as well.  
Damm-“If we are going to go forward, we need a concrete plan. I would like to see it written out in an 
organized format with a timeframe.”  
Carson-“I will give you a very comprehensive look at this document (the BCCP). I just need to get back 
to you with my typed comments. I didn’t give you many comments tonight on implementation because 
we can’t do a thorough critique on that until we do a comprehensive analysis on what has been 
implemented and what hasn’t.” 
Bondarenko-“County and regional planning is what I believe stimulates development.” 
Tanner-“I would like to ask you (Carson) this question because I’ve been asked this several times, why 
is there a need for a county planning commission?”  
Carson-“I think the county planning commission is what brings everyone together, or at least it should. 
I know in Manistee County, the townships don’t always all talk to each other. Some of our more rural 
townships have a hard time keeping full planning commissions because they can’t get enough people 
to serve on them. The Village of Copemish doesn’t have a planning commission right now for that 
reason.  My advice to some of them has been to partner with neighboring municipalities to share staff 
and services.”  
Tanner-Said the county planning commission will have a wider view than the smaller local jurisdictions 
including the ability to look at the bigger picture with compatible land uses across municipal 
boundaries. 
Carson-Said he believes the policy for intergovernmental cooperation is already set in the BCCP. What 
is missing is a short document that lays out the policy in an easy to read manner. It would make it clear 
what type of development and the growth management that would result from implementing that 
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policy. The zoning along the shared borders would be a component of that as well as all the smart 
growth issues and the place making and the new economy. 
Carson-Recommended that the PC spends the next two or three months updating those three white 
papers; Socioeconomic Profile, Jobs and Economic Development and Transportation Reports. Then he 
will get comments typed into the master plan base document and get that emailed to the PC. Also, he 
will begin to gather all GIS files from equalization and other sources.   
  

V. Meeting was adjourned at 8:08 p.m. 
 

Respectfully Submitted: 
 

Susan Zenker - Secretary          Kathy Ralston - Recording Secretary  
 
__________________________________________________________________________________________ 


