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Benzie County Master Plan Survey 
Results Summary and Report 

As part of the 2015 Benzie County Master Plan update, the Benzie County Planning Commission and the 

Master Plan Committee developed and released an online survey in July 2015 in order to:  

 Help the County determine where and how to focus future activities 

 Help the County determine Master Plan goals related to community priorities  

 Provide basic education to the public on the Master Plan update and related organizational 

issues, including the statutory role of the Planning Commission  

The questionnaire was distributed via email by Committee members, Benzie County staff, Networks 

Northwest staff, County and local Planning Commission members, and others; hard copies of the survey 

were made available at the Benzie County Government Building and other locations throughout the 

County from July- August 18, 2015. Three hundred sixty-one (361) responses were received.  

The following report summarizes survey responses by question “theme,” with some background 

information on each question, in order to aid in analysis. Complete survey results and comments are 

included as an appendix to this document. 

Introductory Note: Using the Survey Results 
When reviewing survey results, it’s important to note that the questionnaire is not a statistically valid 

survey.  Results must be balanced with additional data sources and dialogues, including committee 

discussion, focus groups, other forms of public input, and research and analysis. Further, survey 

responses are only one factor to consider when engaging in discussion and making decisions about 

Master Plan content and goals, and as such should be evaluated in the perspective of the planning 

process as a whole: as a single dataset created at the beginning of the process, survey results will help to 

point the way towards additional research, input opportunities, and discussion throughout the process.  

Also, please note that while survey results are not statistically valid, they do represent an important and 

detailed source of information relative to the priorities and concerns of Benzie County residents from 

each community in the County, including both full-time and seasonal residents, and representing ages 

18 and up. Dozens of comments provided in each question reflect strong interest and a variety of 

opinions on specific issues, including wind towers, County planning roles, agricultural practices and 

preservation, and housing choices. Yet, despite the geographic diversity and wide-ranging perspectives 

represented by survey responses, the net results of the survey show a strong and broad consensus on 

priority issues and strategies designed to address them. The results also reflect a strong interest in 

County Planning Commission activities and in intergovernmental coordination and cooperation. These 

common priorities provide an important starting point for County-wide discussions on future goals, as 

well as County, local, and collaborative planning initiatives or activities. 
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Demographics 
All Benzie County townships and villages were represented in the survey. Benzonia (54 respondents), 

Blaine Township (47), the City of Frankfort (39), and Joyfield Township (35) represented nearly half of all 

survey respondents. Participation from incorporated villages amounted to only 34 respondents. 

18% of respondents were seasonal residents. 43% of Blaine Township respondents identified themselves 

as “seasonal” residents, reflecting the highest percentage of seasonal residents.  

In terms of age, over half (55%) of survey respondents were aged 56 or older. About a third (32%) were 

between the ages of 35-54, 10% were 25-34 years of age, and 3% were 18-24 years old. No respondents 

were under the age of 18.  

About two-thirds of survey participants are currently employed. Employed participants are nearly evenly 

divided between those who work in Benzie County (34%) and those who work outside of Benzie County 

(32%). 33% were retired and 4% answered that they are not currently employed. 

Prioritizing Community Issues 
The intent of Question #1 is to identify “important” or priority areas for further exploration and research 

as part of the Master Plan update. Respondents were asked to rank each option 1-5 (1 being most 

important, 5 being least important). The response options were selected based on analysis of the 2000 

County Master Plan and local Master Plan goals and objectives. Each issue was identified as a County-

wide priority, based on its presence as a goal or objective in both the County Master Plan and local 

master plans. Topics like alternative energy and mineral extraction were not included in the response 

options because they were not identified as specific goals in the County or local master plans. 

#1: Please prioritize the following community-identified issues in order 

of their importance to you 
335 respondents ranked answer responses as follows:  

1. Preservation, protection, and enhancement of natural resources (4.79) 

2. Preservation of scenic character (4.46) 

3. Agriculture/agricultural economy (3.59) 

4. Economic development (3.43) 

5. Housing choices (2.84) 

6. Transportation choices (1.90) 

Strategy Questions 
Questions #2-7 were designed to identify interest in potential strategies or opportunities to address 

priority issues as outlined in Question #1. Because there are many ways in which the County Planning 

Commission is statutorily enabled to participate in the priority issues identified in Question #1– i.e., by 

providing education, crafting model ordinances, facilitating grant applications, and coordinating public 
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dialogue - responses to these questions may be considered by the Planning Commission as they develop 

goals and objectives for each issue and as they work to identify how best to structure and prioritize 

future activities to meet community priorities.  

#2: How important are the following strategies in addressing issues 

related to the preservation of scenic character?  
321 participants responded to Question #2. Responses reflect a strong consensus on the 

importance of initiatives designed to preserve scenic character, which was identified as a top 

priority in Question #1. Nearly all respondents indicated that it was “somewhat” or “very” 

important to preserve open space (93%) or provide for scenic view protections (92%), while well 

over two-thirds of respondents expressed support for strategies that would limit development 

on hilltops or ridgelines (84%), provide signage guidelines (81%), or reduce light pollution to 

preserve dark skies for stargazing (80%). 

 

44 respondents (14% of respondents) included written comments. Windmills (8), dark skies (5), 

signage (5), and tree or forest preservation (3) were the mostly frequently cited interests or 

concerns.  

#3: How important are the following strategies in addressing issues 

related to natural resource protection 
320 participants responded to Question #4. Reflecting the top priority ranking the issue was 

assigned in Question #1, there was support for natural resource protection strategies nearly 

across the board, with large majorities of respondents indicating that all strategies were 

important. Water quality appeared to be the highest priority relative to natural resource 

protection, with 97% of respondents indicating that water quality planning and protections were 

“somewhat” or “very” important. Respondents also indicated that it was “somewhat” or “very” 

important to preserve and enhance shoreline areas (94%), limit development in sensitive natural 

areas (93%), improve stormwater management infrastructure and techniques (93%), and 

preserve open space through land purchases or easements (88%).  

 

28 respondents (9% of respondents) provided written comments. Water quality issues were the 

most frequently cited, followed by the economic impact of natural resources on the County. 

#4: How important are the following strategies in addressing issues 

related to agriculture in Benzie County? 
The 317 responses provided to Question #3 expressed a strong consensus around a variety of 

agricultural strategies. 93% of respondents indicated they feel it’s “somewhat” or “very” 

important to build and support local or regional food economies and to preserve and protect 

farmland. 91% felt it was important to enhance the business environment for agriculture and 

88% agreed that reducing conflicts between agriculture and residential uses was important. 
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29 respondents (9% of respondents) provided written comments that reflect a variety of 

opinions on the agricultural economy. Farming practices (chemicals, pollution, etc) were cited 

several times, as were farm/residential conflicts and local food . Wind energy was also identified 

as a concern tied to agriculture. 

#5: How important are the following strategies in addressing issues 

related to transportation? 
318 people responded to Question #5. Reflecting the lower priority assigned to transportation in 

Question #1, support for transportation strategies was more divided in some cases than in other 

topic areas; however, support for maintaining and improving existing roads was near-universal, 

with 99% of respondents indicating that this strategy was “somewhat” or “very” important. Also 

identified as “somewhat” or “very” important were strategies to improve or expand connections 

between trail systems and local amenities (81%) and improving or expanding non-motorized 

trails (80%). A slight majority (51%) of respondents indicated that improving or expanding 

motorized trails was “not important,” reflecting the only strategy in the survey that did not 

receive a majority of positive responses. 

 

41 comments (13% of respondents) reflected a strong interest in non-motorized trails (12 

comments in support, 4 indicating that there are enough trails). Road maintenance, 

walkability/accessibility, and the importance of motorized trails were also cited by multiple 

respondents.  

#6: How important are the following strategies in addressing issues 

related to housing? 
Notable majorities of the 317 responses to Question #6 indicated that most housing strategies 

listed were “somewhat” or “very” important, though consensus was not as strong as in 

responses relative to other issue areas. Support was strongest for addressing blighted or 

substandard housing stock (86%), preserving, maintaining, and improving existing housing stock 

(85%), and providing for more affordable housing opportunities (80%). Majorities of respondents 

also expressed support for strategies relative to specific types of housing options – rentals, 

smaller homes, and multi-family housing – but support was somewhat more divided than in 

other survey questions. 62% indicated that it is important to provide for multi-family housing 

types (apartments, townhouses, etc); 66% supported providing for additional rentals; 69% 

supported providing for smaller homes; and 72% supported providing for additional single family 

housing in cities and villages. Only 54% felt that it was important to provide for additional single 

family homes in rural areas or subdivisions.  

 

49 respondents provided written comments (15%). Comments reflected a variety of positions, 

including opposition to government involvement in housing; difficulties in finding affordable 

housing, particularly for young people or families; locating development in existing villages or 

cities; and creating additional housing opportunities.  
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#7: How important are the following strategies in addressing issues 

related to economic development? 
The 318 responses to Question #7 reflect strong interest in economic development initiatives, 

with all strategies receiving 81% positive responses or higher. 93% indicated that it’s 

“somewhat” or “very” important to provide for additional hi-tech/communications/Internet 

infrastructure, while 92% would support efforts to attract or retain a skilled workforce. 88% of 

respondents answered that it’s important to improve community or public spaces to enhance 

quality of life. Significant majorities also expressed support for strategies that would provide for 

additional sewer and water infrastructure to support business development (84%), expand 

access to natural gas and electric (83%), market or promote Benzie County to workforce and 

businesses (82%), and engage in regional economic collaboration and planning (81%). 

 

41 respondents (13% of responses) provided written comments. Many comments reflected a 

strong interest in infrastructure (both sewer/water and hi-tech communications), while others 

addressed workforce issues, natural resources, and the importance of community character in 

economic development. 

2000 Master Plan Goals 
The response options in Question #8 reflect goals in the existing (2000) Benzie County Master Plan, 

written exactly as they are in the 2000 Master Plan. The intent of this question was to gauge whether 

the public continues to support the same general principles in 2015, or whether priorities have changed.  

#8: The 2000 Benzie County Master Plan included the following primary 

goals for future growth and development. Please state whether you 

agree or disagree with each of the following goals. 
The 318 responses to Question #8 generally affirmed 2000 Master Plan goals, with most 

respondents agreeing by large margins with most statements. Significant majorities of 

respondents agreed with the following goals: 

 

 The vision in the Benzie County Master Plan must be achieved without violating 

protected property rights (85%) 

 A strong effort should be made to achieve or continue intergovernmental  cooperation 

within Benzie County (86%) 

 The pristine natural environment of the County should be protected from degradation 

(90%) 

 Natural resources should be protected from inappropriate use or conversion (91%) 

 Scenic character should be preserved or enhanced wherever feasible in the County 

(92%) 
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Slightly smaller majorities agreed with the statement “An economy built on renewable natural 

resources is sustainable and should continue to be the principal economic base for the future,” 

while 69% agreed that “Future development should primarily take place in a compact 

development pattern.” 

 

31 comments (10% of responses to Question #8) expanded on issues including natural 

resources, property rights, and future development patterns. 

County Planning Commission Activities and Intergovernmental 

Cooperation 
Questions #9 and #10 were designed to aid in prioritizing future County activities around each of the 

issues identified in the survey. When reviewing results for Questions #9 and #10, it’s important to note 

that an underlying assumption of the planning process as a whole is that the Planning Commission is 

statutorily enabled and required to engage in certain activities. Survey results will not dictate, nor are 

they intended to dictate, what the roles of the County Planning Commission might be. Rather, they are 

merely intended to help the County prioritize how they wish to use their limited resources to engage in 

future activities. 

With that goal in mind, Question #9 is intended to: 1) to clarify to the public how the County Planning 

Commission might participate in issues identified in the survey, and 2) identify ways in which the public 

would like the County Planning Commission to participate. The question is based on the implicit 

understanding and knowledge that the County Planning Commission is statutorily enabled to engage in 

these roles already.  

Question #10, meanwhile, highlights intergovernmental cooperation – a major focus of the 2000 Master 

Plan – as a means to implement various community initiatives. Additionally, the potential to facilitate 

intergovernmental cooperation or collaborative initiatives is one potentially important role for the 

County Planning Commission. Question #10 is intended to determine how the public prioritizes various 

intergovernmental cooperation opportunities in light of new organizational roles (i.e., the County no 

longer administers zoning) ; and, should the County Planning Commission wish to facilitate or assist with 

any intergovernmental initiatives, responses to Question #10 can help provide direction.  

#9. Which of the following planning-related activities do you feel the 

County Planning Commission should prioritize in achieving the goals 

that the community has identified? 
Strong majorities of the 318 responses to Question #9 supported the potential County Planning 

Commission activities. The strongest level of agreement was relative to planning and 

development of infrastructure, with 84% of respondents in agreement. 79% of respondents 

supported County Planning Commission involvement both in convening local governments to 

discsuss and collaborate on priority issues and participating in collaborative efforts with local 

governments and nonprofits (i.e. to conduct county-wide studies or plans, purchase land for 
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open space preservation, etc). 77% agreed that the County Planning Commission should 

encourage consistent planning and zoning across local boundaries; 72% supported regional 

economic collaboration and planning; and 70% agreed that the County Planning Commission 

should prioritize coordinating and hosting educational workshops on priority issues for local 

governments.  

 

30 comments (9% of responses) addressed collaboration, workshops and education, and 

local/county goals. 

#10: Some issues have broad community impacts that extend beyond 

the boundaries of individual local units of government (townships, 

cities, and villages), and may be addressed by partnerships, coordinated 

planning, or other types of collaboration between governments. How 

important do you think the following examples of intergovernmental 

cooperation and collaboration are in meeting community goals? 
Support for intergovernmental cooperation and collaboration was high, with significant 

majorities of the 318 responses to Question #19 answering that collaborative initiatives were 

“somewhat” or “very” important. 89% indicated that it’s important to share village, city, 

township, county, and regional staff or resources; 87% supported participation in collaborative 

initiativse around county-wide initiatives; and 85% agreed that it’s important to participate in 

joint planning and zoning initiatives.  

Of the 22 comments provided (7% of responses), most expanded on the support for 

collaboration expressed above.  

 




