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Benzie County Comprehensive Plan 

Intergovernmental Cooperation Report 

INTRODUCTION 
The purposes of the Intergovernmental Cooperation Report are to: 
• Identify the key issues and decision-makers involved in planning, zoning and 

infrastructure decisions in Benzie County. 
• Identify key issues of local concern related to planning, zoning and 

infrastructure decisions in Benzie County. 
• Identify the pros and cons of various options for better dealing with issues of 

greater than local concern in Benzie County. 
• Make recommendations for improving the structure for intergovernmental 

cooperation as relates to planning, zoning, and infrastructure decisions in 
Benzie County. 

This report was based on the input of ten members of the Intergovernmental 
Cooperation Subcommittee (most of whom served on other Benzie County 
Comprehensive Plan subcommittees). Most Subcommittee members were local 
government officials along with one member of the County Planning Commission. 

The subcommittee reviewed maps showing the composite of local master plans 
and local zoning ordinances in the County and d iscussed a range of issues 
associated with observations gleaned from these maps. They brainstormed on 
issues of greater than local concern within the County, as well as on alternative 
ways to address these issues. The subcommittee refined alternatives over several 
meetings and received feedback from the broader Citizen Advisory Committee on 
Sept. 27, 1999. Altogether the subcommittee met several times over the summer 
and fall of 1 999 and again in  the winter of 2000. 

Complexity of Intergovernmental Planning, 
Land Use and Infrastructure Decisions 
Planning, land use and infrastructure decisions in Benzie County are neither more 
nor less complex than elsewhere in Michigan. But they are much more complex 
than in  most of the country. This observation is often quickly made by anyone 
moving to or  visiting the County from elsewhere in the country. 

There are 1 2  townships, 6 villages, and 1 city in Ben;z:ie County (one of the 
smallest counties in Michigan). In addition to general county government offices 
(including the County Planning Department), there are separate county agencies 
dealing with roads (Road Commission), d rains (Drain Commissioner), police 
(Sheriff's Dept.), mental health (Manistee/Benzie Community Mental Health), and 
health (Benzie/Leelanau Health Dept.). Plus, there is a separate Economic 
Development Corporation, local tax increment financing authorities, an airport 
authority, l ibrary boards, a fire district, an historic preservation commission, a 
downtown development corporation, and park and recreation commissions. Each 
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of these entities makes independent decisions, often under state enabling acts 
t
H
hat do not require coo�dinatio

f
n of their activities with other bodies and officials. ( J 

owever, when the act1ons o various state agencies who own or manage lands in 
the County or which regulate development are also considered (e.g . Dept. of 
Natural Resources, Dept. of Transportation, Dept. of Environmental Quality, 
Family Independence Agency, or Dept. of Agriculture), the situation gets very 
complex and sometimes decisions are made at cross purposes. Add federal 
government agencies (like the National Park Service staff, Coast Guard and 
Bureau of Land Management), and at first glance it may seem hopeless to achieve 
coordinated decision making-but, it isn't. 

Seven townships in the County are under County Zoning. This reduces some of 
the complexity and presents opportunities for a unified approach to planning and 
important development standards. The City of Frankfort, and all six vil lages in the 
County have their own zoning: Benzonia, Beulah, Elberta, Honor, Lake Ann and 
Thompsonville. The following townships have their own zoning: Almira, 
Homestead, Inland, Lake and Weldon. The County Comprehensive Plan is being 
prepared on a cooperative basis with input from all local governments and most of 
the organizations that function in  the County. Additional cooperation opportunities 
occur because townships must by law, send their plans, zoning ordinances and 
amendments to the County Planning Commission for review prior to 
implementation. This wi l l  have more sign ificance in the future than in  the past, if 
the County Planning Commission carefully implements the Comprehensive Plan 
and the goals, objectives and actions in the individual reports that form the basis of ( the County Comprehensive Plan. 

Perhaps the most significant observation that could be made, is that this 
fragmented system works as well as it does. Especially since the overwhelming 
bulk of land use decisions are made by property owners under "by right" zoning 
provisions with little governmental involvement. However, as other background 
reports have demonstrated, Benzie County is rapidly losing its rural character and 
wide open spaces, contrary to the future vision desired by large numbers of 
existing County residents. So what role does government at the County and local 
level p lay if the desired future vision is to be achieved? Clearly it must coordinate 
decisions better, and future decisions must be based on a framework founded on 
a common vision and a common set of development standards. 

To the extent that planning, land use and infrastructure decisions can be made 
consistent with a common county-wide vision, and pursuant to a commonly agreed 
upon set of standards and procedures (especially for those decisions that overlap 
the territory and authority of another governmental un it or agency), then the 
l ikelihood of decisions with fewer negative, and/or unintended effects wil l improve. 
Based on public input from a variety of sources, many citizens in Benzie County 
would be happier if government worked with ever more cooperation and 
coord ination. It would be more certain, and would probably be more efficient, most 
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of the time. It would certainly ensure greater success in achieving a common 
vision of the future.  

Premises 

3 

The Intergovernmental Cooperation Subcommittee developed their 
recommendations based on three major premises (assumptions) regarding 
intergovernmental decisions on land use and infrastructure decisions in the 
County. Premises are concepts: that are assumed to be true based primarily on 
experience, that influence the topic being discussed, and that are believed to l ikely 
influence future decision-making as wel l .  Relevant premises include: 
• Most governmental entities function like islands unto themselves. Local units of 

government in the County, agencies of the County and the bulk of other 
governmental entities make most decisions that affect land u se and 
infrastructure independently, within the sphere of their territory and authority, 
but without much , if any, review or input by others that will be affected. 

• Fragmented governmental decision making often results in un intended and 
negative consequences. Many decisions by local units of government in the 
County, by County agencies, multi-county agencies and by other governmental 
agencies working in the County do have an impact that is often unintended and 
often negative, on other units of government, citizens and businesses within 
the County. Usually these impacts are not identified until long after the decision 
is made, especially those impacts that are the result of many small decisions 
that together add up to a larger negative impact. 

• Intergovernmental cooperation could improve. Procedures for formally dealing 
with issues of greater than local concern on an intergovernmental basis could 
significantly reduce future conflict and/or bad feelings between governmental 
un its with in the County, if reasonable and widely agreed to. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 
As the various reports comprising the foundation of the Benzie County 
Comprehensive Plan are completed, the interrelationships of the various topics 
addressed become clearer. At the same time, the significance of the many of 
governmental decision-makers also becomes apparent. If the desired quality of life 
i nherent in  the goals, objectives and actions of the Benzie County Comprehensive 
Plan are to be realized, there must be greater cooperation between units of 
government in the County on planning, zoning and infrastructure decisions. 
Cooperation must be built on more regular communication, and on agreement to 
work toward achieving a common vision of the future of the County. 

It is important to recognize that while improved cooperation and regular 
communication alone is expected to significantly reduce negative impacts of 
decisions that are now being made, this change, while necessary, would not be 
sufficient. It would not adequately address other significant land use problems 
documented in other reports that are also a part of this Comprehensive Plan. 
Thus, the recommendations of this report should be pursued along with those in 
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the other reports that make up the basis for the Benzie County Comprehensive 
Plan. 
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The County Planning Commission can adopt the Comprehensive Plan and advise 
the County Board of Commissioners on key aspects of its implementation. But in 
the end, if all units of local government, all County agencies, all state and federal 
agencies do not cooperate to the same ends, then the Plan will only be partially 
fulfi l led. The same can be said of citizens and property owners in the County. 
However, since the Comprehensive Plan is being built around citizen and local 
government aspirations and since local and County government must set the 
example if the Plan is to be achieved, the significance of intergovernmental 
cooperation in Plan implementation becomes readily apparent. 

This report makes the following recommendations which are developed more fully 
in the body of this report: 
• There needs to be greater opportunities for local governments and the public to 

access information and provide input on issues related to future development 
in the County. This wil l improve trust and the ultimate quality of the dec.ision 
making p rocess. Investment in an enhanced County geographic information 
system (GIS), which is accessible via the internet, is necessary to meet this 
need. A detailed planning, zoning and capital improvements data base linked 
to the GIS will need to be created and maintained in order to be effective. 

• The County Planning Commission should have its membership adjusted over 
time so that there is direct representation by all townships subjectto County 
zoning and so that al l other jurisdictions in the County fill the other available 
seats ( 11  total seats without a statutory change) on a rotating basis. It may be 
desirable to seek a statutory change to permit a 2 1  member Planning 
Commission so that al l local governments could be represented. 

• The County Planning Commission should be reorganized under Section 4a. in 
the County Planning Act to better serve the citizens of the County. 

• There should be a greater emphasis on networking and on regular and timely 
communication between the County and local governments in the County, and 
with other governmental agencies that work in the County. 

• Draft plans and zoning amendments should be more broadly circulated among 
local governments in the County prior to action by the County Planning 
Commission. 

• A standing committee should be created to address issues of greater than local 
concern and the County Planning Commission should create a formal 
mechanism for local government input on such issues prior to decisions being 
made. 

• A mechanism for mediating disputes associated with issues of greater than 
local concern should be created and used wherever possible. 

• There needs to be continuing training opportunities for citizens, planning 
commissioners and elected officials on trends, and on various techniques to 
address the key planning, zoning and infrastructure issues in the County. 
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GOALS, OBJECTIVES AND ACTIONS 

Goal: 
The Benzie County Comprehensive Plan will be accepted as the general 
guide for preparing plans of various County agencies, local plans and 
zoning regulations within the County. 

Objectives: 
• Continue broad citizen and local government input into the creation , review, 

adoption and later amendment of the County Comprehensive Plan. 
• Citizens and al l  County and local government officials in the County 

understand the contents of and benefits of the County Comprehensive Plan. 
• Encourage broad acceptance of the County Comprehensive Plan as a 

common vision to guide future land use, zoning and infrastructure decisions in 
the County. 

Actions: 
• The County Planning Commission will circulate the d raft County 

Comprehensive Plan to al l governmental units in the County for review and 
comment with a reasonable review time prior to its adoption. 

o The County Planning Commission will prepare and broadly share information 
about the draft Comprehensive Plan with local governments and County 
agencies in the County. 

• The County Planning Commission will work with township, city and village 
officials in the County to gain acceptance of the County Comprehensive Plan 
as the basis for future land use, zoning and infrastructure decisions in the 
County. 

o Local governments and county agencies will develop and adopt plans and 
implementation programs consistent with the County Comprehensive Plan. 

Goal: 
The Benzie County Planning Commission will coordinate planning, zoning 
and infrastructure decisions with all units of government within the County, 
with all County, state and federal agencies operating within the County, and 
with all units of government that operate in jurisdictions which abut the 
County in a manner consistent with this report and the Benzie County 
Comprehensive Plan. 

Objectives: 
The Benzie County Planning Commission will achieve the above goal by: 
o Providing governmental units with opportunities to review draft Plans and Plan 

amendments within a reasonable amount of time prior to action .  
• Providing governmental units with opportunities to review changes to the 

County Zoning Ordinance and other Zoning amendments within a reasonable 
amount of time prior to action .  
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• Reviewing all draft Township Plans, Zoning Ordinances and amendments in a 

( .. timely manner and for consistency with the County Comprehensive Plan. 
• Assisting the County Board with the preparation of and annual update of a 

County Capital Improvement Program that will be reviewed for consistency with 
the County Comprehensive Plan. 

Actions: 
• Establish procedures for each of the above activities. 
• Notify governmental agencies of these procedures. 
• Carry out the above activities as the need/opportunity presents itself. 
• Begin capital improvement programming by working it into the annual County 

Board budget process. 

Goal: 
Local governments within and adjacent to Benzie County will coordinate 
planning, zoning and infrastructure decisions with each other, with the 
County Planning Commission and with other governmental agencies 
consistent with this report and the Benzie County Comprehensive Plan. 

Objectives: 
Local governments that agree with this goal will help achieve it by: 
• Provid ing adjoining governmental units and the County Planning Commission 

with opportunities to review draft Plans and Plan amendments within a 
( reasonable amount of time prior to action .  .. 

• Providing adjoining governmental. units and the County Planning Commission 
with opportunities to review draft changes to a Zoning Ordinance and Zoning 
amendments within a reasonable amount of time prior to action .  

• Reviewing and commenting on all draft Plans, Zoning Ordinances and 
amendments that are submitted to it in a timely manner and for consistency 
with local plans and development regulations. 

• Assisting the County Board with the preparation of and annual update of a 
County Capital I mprovement Program that will be reviewed for consistency with 
the County Comprehensive Plan. 

• Coordinating planning, land use and infrastructure decisions with multi
jurisdiction significance with the Northwest Michigan Council of Governments 
(NWMCOG). 

Actions: 
• The County Planning Commission will notify governmental agencies of these 

desired procedures. 
• Local governments that agree with these objectives will help with 

implementation as follows: 
• Local governments will commit to following established procedures for each 

of the above activities. 
• Local governments will carry out the above activities as the 

( need/opportunity presents itself. 
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• Participate in regional initiatives to ensure the goals of this Plan are 
understood and supported, wherever possible. 

Goal: 
The County Planning Commission will regularly share planning, land use 
and infrastructure information with all governmental units within and 
adjacent to Benzie County through a variety of formal and informal 
communication means. 

Objectives: 
• Create a new system of regular information distribution with input from local 

units of government in the County. 
• Expand information contained within and accessible from the County 

Geographic Information System. 

Actions: 
• I nvestigate the feasibility of a bimonthly newsletter and implement if feasible. 

7 

• Investigate the feasibil ity of the creation of a website for the posting of data and 
other information related to pending matters before the County Planning 
Commission and County Planning Department. 

• Create and maintain a website if feasible. 
• Regularly exchange information with the Northwest Michigan Council of 

Governments. 

Goal: 
The County Planning Commission will continue to request, facilitate and 
welcome input from other local governments and governmental agencies, 
citizens and stakeholder groups working within or adjacent to the County 
prior to adoption or amendment of plans, projects, programs or regulations. 

Objectives: 
• Invite broad public participation in planning. 
• Citizens, stakeholders, local government officials and other County agencies 

know that the County Planning Commission welcomes input. 

Actions: 
• I n itiate a regular program of press releases to invite broad public and local 

government participation on matters before the County Planning Commission. 
• Change the standard notice of upcoming meetings of the County Planning 

Commission to be less formal and more inviting. 

Goal: 
Establish and implement procedures to prevent and/or resolve disputes 
related to land uses of greater than local concern. 
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Objectives: 
• Identify issues of greater than local concern. 
• Design and establish a mechanism to prevent and/or resolve disputes on land 

uses of greater than local concern. 
• To get governmental units operating within or adjacent to Benzie County to 

voluntarily use the procedures described in this report (or comparable means 
which have the same desired effect) to prevent or resolve issues of greater 
than local concern. 

Actions: 
• Prepare and d istribute a memorandum with procedures for dealing with issues 

of g reater than local concern. 
• Create a conflict resolution service with access to trained arbitrators. 
• Assist local governments to implement these procedures. 

Goal: 
The County Board of Commissioners will support the County Planning 
Commission, County Planning Department and other governmental units in 
the pursuit of the goals of this report. 

Objectives: 
If the County Board agrees with this goal, it will help achieve it by: 
• Taking actions that support broad implementation of improved 

intergovernmental cooperation and communication (such as a periodic 
newsletter and website). 

Actions: 
• The County Board will promote intergovernmental cooperation and 

communication in its everyday affairs. 
• The County Board will support efforts to improve intergovernmental 

cooperation and communication in its everyday affairs. 
• The County Board will provide adequate resources to al low for the activities 

proposed in these goals, objectives and action statements (newsletters, 
website, GIS,  conflict resolution service, etc.). 
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LACK OF AN INTEGRATED & COORDINATED 
LAND USE & INFRASTRUCTURE DECISION SYSTEM 

On the surface, the "system" for land use decision making in Benzie County is 
simple and straightforward. Five townships, the City of Frankfort and all six 
Villages have their own zoning, while the rest of the County is subject to County 
Zoning. In reality, the system of land use and infrastructure decisions is 
considerably more complex. 

9 

Table 1 lists the status of local planning, zoning, subdivision and land division 
regulation in Benzie County, along with the status of capital improvement 
programming, and the type of decision bodies that have been created. In addition, 
a l l  building code administration is handled by the County. This table reveals that all 
of the townships with zoning also have a plan (presumably as the basis for 
zoning). Five of the six villages with zoning has a plan. Only five jurisd ictions have 
subdivision regulations, but 1 1  have land division regulations. Only fou r  
jurisdictions i n  the County report they have an annual capital improvement 
program. 

The end result is a fragmented planning and growth management "system", with 
no governmental unit possessing al l the key tools to do the task independently or 
adequately in all parts of the County. The County Planning Dept. has attempted to 
coordinate planning and zoning issues along municipal boundaries through review 
of proposed plans and rezonings, and through various technical assistance efforts. 
However, these efforts fall short of insuring that all interests broader than local 
interests are considered in every local planning and zoning decision. 

While the minimum statutory review procedures are in place for the County 
Planning Commission to review and act on township plans and rezonings, the end 
result-while fairly consistent, predictable and timely-is not adding up to the kind of 
landscape changes desired by County residents (see Agricultural, Residential and 
Environmental Reports). Sprawl has arrived in Benzie County and is irretrievably 
converting farmland and natural areas into low density residential areas. The 
cumulative or long-range impacts of these and other development decisions are 
rarely considered when individual decisions are being made. There are many 
zoning approaches being used by local governments with in the County with widely 
varying results. Individual zoning standards are often very d ifferent from one 
community to the next, with no apparent reason . Decisions on issues of greater 
than local concern (e.g. recent attempts to site several county-wide facilities) do 
not always move through the "system" predictably or in a timely fashion. 

In order to get a different result, and to implement the common vision of the future 
represented by the Benzie County Comprehensive Plan it is necessary to better 
understand the context within which current land use and infrastructure decisions 
are made. This requires knowing who all the decision makers are and better 
understanding the principal roles and responsibilities that they play. 
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Table 1 
Status of Local Planning and Zoning in Benzie County 

Jurisdiction Plan/Date of Planning Zoning Subdivision Land Division Annual Capital 
Adoption Commission or Ordinance/ Regulations/Date of Ordinance/Date Improvement 

Zoning Board Date of Adoption Adoption of Adoption Program 

Benzie County 1993 Planning 1994 0 Contracts w/ Yes 
Commission Blaine, Colfax, 

Joyfield 
Almira Township 1999 Planning 1991 0 No No 

Commission 1 995 
Benzonia Villa!le 1998 Villa!le Council 1998 0 No No 
Benzonia Townshi!l_ 1992 1992 County zoned 0 1999 No 
Beulah Village 1997 Village Council 1989 0 No Yes 
Blaine Township 0 197 4 County zoned 0 1998 No ----
Colfax Township 0 1974 County 0 1998 No 

Zoned 
Crystal Lake Township 1994 Planning 1994 Ordinance 0 Contract with No 

Commission repealed in 2000 -- Assessor 
now under County 
zoning 

Elberta Village 1994 Village Council 1994 1994 No Yes 
Frankfort City 1999 Planning 

Commission3 
1999 1999 1999 Yes 

Gilmore Township 0 County zoned 0 Contract with No 
Assessor 

Homestead Township 1998 Planning 1998 1991 1996 No 
Commission 

Honor Village 1998 Planning 
Commission2 

1998 1973 No No 

Inland Township 1997 Planning 1997 0 1996 Contract No 
Commission 

Joyfield Township 0 1992 County zoned 0 1999 County staff No 
Lake Ann Villa!'le 0 Planninn Board 1990 0 No No 
Lake Township 1994 Planning 

Commission4 
1994 1994 1996 No 

Platte Township 0 0 0 No 
Thompsonville Villaqe 1994 Villaqe Councii 1994 0 No 
Weldon Township 0 Zoning Board 1983 0 No - -
1. Village Council acts both as Planning Commission and Zoning Board of Appeals 2. Council acts as Planning Commission with separate Zoning Board of Appeals 

4. Zoning Board function of Township Board transferred to Planning Commission 3. Separate CityNillage Council, Planning Commission and Zoning Board of Appeals 
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ROLES AND RESPONSIBILITIES OF KEY DECISION-MAKERS 

Decision-Makers in County and Local Government 
Most land use decisions are made by individual property owners--who act within 
the confines of appl icable land use regulations. These regulations are based on 
local plans that address public and private uses of land as well as public 
investments in roads, sewers, water, storm d rains, schools, fire stations and a host 
of other public facilities. The government decision-makers that niake the decisions 
with the greatest long-term impact with regard to planning , zoning , infrastructure 
and other land use decisions, are the governing bodies and planning commissions 
within the County. These include the city and village councils, township boards 
and the County Board of Commissioners, as well as the local and County planning 
commissions. 

The governing bodies are responsible for appointment of members of the planning 
commission and for final action on the adoption of land regulation ordinances (or 
amendments) recommended by planning commissions. They are also responsible 
for budgeting and spending decisions on capital facilities. Planning commissions 
are responsible for preparation, adoption and maintenance of local comprehensive 
plans as well as for preparation of d raft land use regulations, and for advising the 
governing body on zoning and capital improvement decisions. They may also have 
responsibil ities for making certain administrative decisions under the zoning 
ordinance (such as with regard to special land uses or site plan review) and for 
carrying out other duties delegated to them by the governing body. Zoning boards 
of appeals are appointed by the governing body to take action on requests for 
variances from zoning regulations, and to consider appeals and ordinance 
interpretation questions. 

I n  Benzie County, every jurisdiction with zoning has a planning commission or a 
zoning board (see Table 1 )  and most townships under County Zoning also have a 
planning commission. Plus, every jurisd iction with a zoning ordinance also has a 
zoning board of appeals. Please note that in many villages, the Council acts as the 
Planning Commission (and in some cases also acts as a zoning board of appeals), 
so it is not a separate body. This adds up to about fifteen planning commissions or 
zoning boards in Benzie County. 

In addition to these primary decision bodies, there are school boards and a 
number of other county agencies that administer programs or manage lands and 
function in a more or less independent function. These include: 
• Four school boards 
• County Road Commission 
• County Drain Commissioner 
• District Health Dept. 
• Parks & Recreation Commission 
• Betsie Valley Trail Management Council. 

Benzie County Comprehensive Plan 
Draft Intergovernmental Cooperation Report 3/28/00 



12 

These decision bodies are supported by a variety of state and federal agencies; 
some of which have offices in the County and most of which offer services directly 
to property owners. These include: 
• Benzie Conservation District 
• Natural Resources Conservation Service (formerly the Soil Conservation 

Service) 
• MSU Extension. 

Then there are the state and federal agencies that manage certain lands in public 
ownership or for public benefit or for tribal member benefit: 
• National Park Service (Sleeping Bear Dunes National Park) 
• Dept. of Natural Resources (state forests) 
• U.S. Coast Guard 
• Bureau of Land Management (disposal of surplus federal property) 
• Grand Traverse Band of Ottawa and Chippewa Indians 
• Little River Band of Ottawa Indians. 

There are also state and federal transportation authorities that manage lands 
within the County: 
• Michigan Dept. of T ransportation 
• Michigan Aeronautics Commission 
• U.S.  Federal Aviation Administration .  

Then there are the state and federal agencies that administer environmental 
protection programs and issue or deny permits for certain construction activities: 
• Dept. of Environmental Quality 
• U.S.  Environmental Protection Agency 
• U.S. Army Corps of Engineers. 

This cast of players is rounded out by a growing set of interested local 
o rganizations (depending on the issue and location) and other interested parties: 
•!• Other public and tribal organizations within the County 

• Two housing commissions 
• Historic district commission 
• Volunteer fire departments 
• Northwest Michigan Council of Governments (NWMCOG) 

•!• Business organizations 
• Local chambers of commerce 
• Visitor and Convention Bureau 
• Board of Realtors 
• Other business associations 

•!• Other nonprofit organizations that work on land use issues in the County 
• Citizens for Positive Planning 
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• Lake associations 
• River Restoration Committees 
• Watershed organizations 
• Conservation Resource Alliance 
• Michigan Land Use Institute 
• Northern Michigan Environmental Action Council, Sierra Club 
• Friends of the Betsie Valley Trail 
• Friends of Sleeping Bear Dunes 
• Fraternal organizations, ministerial association, churches 
• Sportsmans clubs (MUCC), charter boat captains 
• Grand Traverse Regional Land Conservancy 
• Nature Conservancy 
• American Legion 
• County Farm Bureau 
• Planners Regional Advisory Committees (NWMCOG) 

•:• Other potentially influential parties 
• Newspaper editors and reporters 
• A few influential citizens 
• Key government staff l ike city and county managers 
• State associations 

• Michigan Townships Association (MTA) 
• Michigan Municipal League (MML) 
• Michigan Association of Counties (MAC). 

13 

Most of these potential players do not weigh in on every local land use decision. 
However, the larger the issue, and especially on issues that cross the boundaries 
of a single jurisdiction or have a county or region wide impact or significance, then 
more of these players will participate. In  the end, specific local government or 
county government officials will need to make a decision. These decisions are 
often long lasting (several generations at a minimum). Consequently, it is 
important to explore ways to improve the decision process so that the best 
possible decisions are consistently made. This requires effective mechanisms for 
intergovernmental cooperation and coordination on decision-making. But it also 
requires understanding in more detail what the key decision-makers do first. 

Traditional Responsibilities of the Local Government Decision-Makers 
Earlier in this chapter there was a brief description of the principal responsibilities 
of governing bodies and planning commissions as relates to land use, planning, 
zoning and infrastructure decisions. In reality, these responsibilities extend to a 
much larger set of activities. I n  addition, the service provided by the County 
Planning Department in pursuit of these responsibilities is also very important. The 
responsibilities of these entities are described in more detail in the following 
sections: 
• County Board of Commissioners 
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• County Planning Commission 
• Local Governing Bodies 
• Local Planning Commissions 
• County Planning Department. 

County Board of Commissioners 
The County Board of Commissioners must take the lead in order to initiate 
planning in the County. It's basic statutory and administ rative responsibilities are 
as follows (not al l of these are currently being performed): 

1 4  

• Create County Planning Commission and thereafter periodically appoint 
qual ified and interested persons to serve on the Planning Commission .  There 
should be at least one person serving as a liaison between the two bodies. 

• Periodically hold a joint meeting with Planning Commission to go over issues of 
common interest. 

• Adopt zoning ordinance and subdivision regulations and any subsequent 
amendments and ensure proper enforcement. 

• Approve funding for the planning/zoning program each year including funds for 
enforcement of zoning and subdivision regulations, for training and continuing 
education of commissioners and staff, and for public education on planning and 
zoning. 

• Approve hiring of consultants recommended by the Planning Commission. 
• Take action to support the goals, objectives and policies in the Plan. 
• Ask Planning Commission to prepare an annual report of activities and a 

pro posed work program for the next year, in enough time to be considered in 
the budget process. 

• Ask Planning Commission to review proposed capital improvements for 
consistency with the Plan prior to the County Board adoption of a capital 
improvement program. 

County Planning Commission 
The County Planning Commission was created by the (then) County Board of 
Supervisors on April 1 2, 1 976 pursuant to the requirements of the County Planning 
Act, PA 282 of 1945. It also has the responsibilities of the County Zoning Board 
under PA 1 83 of 1 943. Currently, the County Planning Commission is responsible 
for: 
• Preparing and maintaining a plan for the development and protection of the 

County. It will adopt the Comprehensive Plan as a replacement for its 1 993 and 
1 974 Plans. 

• Preparing and proposing amendments to the County Zoning Ordinance. 
• Making recommendations on proposed Township plans and/or rezoning or text 

amendments. 
• Attempting to prevent incompatible planning and zoning along governmental 

boundaries. 
• Reviewing and commenting on proposed new public lands, facilities or 

( 

( 

improvements for consistency with the Comprehensive Plan. ( 
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• Review and comment on proposed PA 1 1 6  Farmland and Open Space 
Enrollments. 

• Preparing the County Overall Economic Development Plan. 
• Preparing and maintaining the County Solid Waste Management Plan. 
• Reviewing federal grant applications. 
• Receiving , storing and sharing data from the Michigan Resource Inventory 

Program. 
• Providing information and education services for the U.S .  Bureau of the 

Census. 
• Serving as County Council for the Resource Conservation and Development 

Program of the U.S .  Dept. of Agriculture. 
• Receiving citizen comments on local planning and zoning issues and acting 

upon or referring those comments as appropriate. 
• Coordinating planning and associated development regulations with other 

governmental units and public agencies. 
• Learning about and staying up-to-date on the responsibilities of the Planning 

Commission and on various tools available to implement local plans. 

Local Governing Bodies 

15 

The local city or village council and township board of trustees also have specific 
planning and zoning responsibilities. These include: 
• Appointment of qualified persons to serve as members of the Planning 

Commission/Zoning Board and Zoning Board of Appeals. 
• Adoption of ordinances recommended by the Planning Commission for 

implementation of the comprehensive plan, including when supported by the 
governing body, a zoning ordinance and subdivision regulations. 

• Providing an adequate budget for the Planning Commission to carry out its 
responsibilities including keeping the plan and zoning ordinance current, and 
receiving proper training on their roles, responsibilities and new tools and 
techniques for improving the community. 

• Providing adequate staff and financial resources (including setting fee levels) 
for proper enforcement of adopted regulations. 

• Conducting required public hearings prior to acting on zoning, subdivision or 
infrastructure development matters. 

• Receiving and acting upon citizen complaints related to planning and zoning 
issues and as appropriate, referring matters to the Planning Commission for 
action .  

• If there is no planning commission, then the governing body must act in this 
capacity (see next section). 

Local Planning Commissions 
Planning commissions in cities and villages in the County are organized under the 
Municipal Planning Act, PA 285 of 1931 . Township planning commissions are 
organized under PA 168 of 1959. Some jurisdictions in the County don't have a 
planning commission. In some of the villages this responsibility is handled by the 
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village council. Some townships with their own zoning have a zoning board instead 
of a planning commission. This is an archaic structure which usually results in little ( 
or no planning being done and can undermine the legal integrity of the zoning 
ordinance. The power of a zoning board can be transferred to a planning 
commission and most townships operate this way. 

Some of the principal responsibilities of local planning commissions include: 
• Creating, adopting and maintaining a local comprehensive plan to guide future 

land use change and to serve as the legal basis for the local zoning ordinance. 
• Creating, maintaining and administering responsibil ities under the local zoning 

ordinance (for those municipalities with local zoning) adopted pursuant to the 
City-Village Zoning Act, PA 207 of 1921 or the Township Zon ing Act, PA 1 84 of 
1943. 

• Advising the local governing body on proposed rezonings, text amendments, 
plats, land divisions, capital improvements and related planning and zoning 
decisions. 

• Responding to the recommendations of the County Planning Commission 
and/or the County Planning Department on planning and zoning issues. 

• Making recommendations on special projects or delegated responsibil ities (e.g .  
zoning ordinance enforcement) 

• Working with property owners in order to try and achieve good development (or 
redevelopment) 

• Educating citizens on the values and benefits of planning 
• Receiving citizen comments on local planning and zoning issues and acting 

upon or referring those comments as appropriate. 
• Learning about and staying up-to-date on the responsibilities of the Planning 

Commission and on various tools available to implement local plans. 

County Planning Department 
The County Planning Department is a service agency of the County designed to 
provide assistance to the County Board of Commissioners, the County Planning 
Commission, to local governments and property owners in the County. Specifically 
its responsibilities include: 
• Assisting the County Planning Commission in fulfi l l ing their statutory 

responsibilities under the County Planning Act including assisting with the 
preparation and maintenance of a County Plan and coordinating local planning 
activities in the County. 

• Providing technical assistance and technical information to the County 
Planning Commission ,  local governments, local planning commissions, the 
County Board of Commissioners and other County agencies, and to the 
general public. 

• Providing review and analysis of the consistency of proposed new public 
facil ities with the Comprehensive Plan for consideration by the County 
Planning Commission. 

• Analysis of proposed township plans and amendments for review by the 
County Planning Commission. 
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• Analysis of proposed township zoning ordinances, rezoning proposals and 
proposed amendments for review by the County Planning Commission .  

• Representing the County on various committees, groups and task forces. 
• Maintaining and providing staff support in the development and updating of the 

County Solid Waste Management Plan. 
o Administering the County Zoning Ordinance. 
• Administering the County Soil Erosion and Sedimentation Control Ordinance. 
• Coordinating planning, zoning and infrastructure decisions with various county, 

state and federal agencies. 
• Preparing the County Overall Economic Development Plan. 
• Preparing and reviewing state and federal grant applications. 
o Responding to special project requests of the County Board of Commissioners 

and other agencies. 
• Making reports to the County Board and other agencies on issues of planning 

or special interest in the County. 
o Developing and maintaining a computerized geographic information system for 

the County. 
o Receiving, storing and sharing data from the Michigan Resource Inventory 

Program. 
• Serving as the primary repository for socioeconomic, census, environmental 

and other data concerning the County. 
• Providing information and education services for the U.S .  Bureau of the 

Census. 
• Developing and implementing budgets and work programs for Department 

activities. 
• Staying abreast of contemporary planning and related research , and new laws 

and regulations. 

Problems with the Existing System 
The principal problems associated with the existing "system" of planning, land 
development regulation and infrastructure decision making in Benzie County 
appear to include the following: 
1. Lack of consistency between local plans and the County Plan/County 

Zoning Ordinance, as well as within local plans, and between local plans 
and local zoning ordinances. 

2 .  Inadequate administration and/or enforcement of county, township, city or 
village zoning. 

3. Lack of inter-jurisdictional coordination. 
4. Lack of a "big picture" view. 
5 .  Lack of maintenance of plans and zoning ordinances after adoption. 
6 .  Disproportionate influence of new jobs and tax base on decisions. 
7. Lack of widespread support for a common vision of the future and the 

commitment required for implementation. 
8 .  Lack of communication, common understanding and commitment to  a 

common vision of the future. 
9. Lack of resources for infrastructure improvements. 
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Each of these problems are discussed in  more detail in  the following paragraphs. 

1. Lack of consistency between local plans and the County Plan/County 
Zoning Ordinance, as well as within local plans, and between local plans 
and local zoning ordinances. 

There is no coherent strategy based on a widely accepted common vision of the 
future included in either the 1993 County Comprehensive Plan or local 
comprehensive or land use plans. Local plans are not consistent with the County 
Plan or with the scheme embraced in the County Zoning Ordinance. Many of the 
local comprehensive plans in the County lack internal consistency. Individual 
chapters of these plans sometimes promote conflicting goals and/or policies, 
causing confusion and frustration when attempting to implement them. Local 
zoning ordinances (especially the zoning map) often propose a different land use 
arrangement than the local or County Plan. Such local plans often fail to provide 
any real guidance in future land use or infrastructure decision making. Zon ing 
decisions at the County and local level often do not serve primarily as a tool to 
implement the plan. Rather they simply accommodate new development. 

2. Inadequate administration and/or enforcement of county, township, city 
or village zoning. 

( 

Local zoning tends to be administered inadequately and inconsistently. There is 
often a general lack of commitment to enforcement of zoning regulations. Many 
factors appear to be responsible, including the following: ( • Lack of funds to hire trained zoning administrators and turnover often leads 

to a different outlook regarding interpretation of regulatory controls. The only 
full-time zoning staff in the County administers the County Zoning 
Ordinance. 

• Lack of tra ined administrators, planning commissioners, zoning boards of 
appeals and elected officials also plays a role in inconsistent zoning 
administration. 

• Lack of financial resources to retain professional planners or other skilled 
technical resource people in most rural communities with their own zoning. 

• Lack of financial resources for litigation. 

In the end, these flaws in the existing "system" generally result in an unevenly 
administered zoning ordinance and can lead to citizen distrust. Once citizen trust 
is lost, it is very d ifficult to recover. Most local zoning relies on voluntary 
compliance for success. Without citizen trust, voluntary compliance suffers greatly. 
Once violations occur that are not detected or if detected , not pursued until 
corrected , then the community may legally lose its abil ity to enforce the ordinance 
as courts won't uphold discriminatory enforcement of local ordinances. When 
zoning defaults to being applied to just the "new guy in town" or only to those who 
voluntarily seek to conform, then discriminatory enforcement becomes the norm, 
not the exception. At that point, the whole zoning ordinance is only one court case 
away from invalidity. ( , 
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At the root of many of these problems are the limited budgets available for 
adequate administrat ion. The budgets of rural governmental units are often so 
small there is no opportunity for the kinds of professional services needed. In  
counties with county zoning, like Benzie, some rural townships give up trying to 
enforce a zoning ordinance independently, and choose to become subject to 
county zoning. This recently occurred when Crystal Lake Township gave up its 
ordinance and decided to fall under County zoning. 

3. Lack of inter-jurisdictional coordination. 

1 9  

A general lack of inter-jurisd ictional coordination on  planning, zoning and 
infrastructure decisions is a major problem. Lack of coordination (and sometimes 
of cooperation) will often result over time, in local governmental units assuming 
adversarial roles, competing with one another on issues of importance. As a 
consequence, duplication of services and unwise financial decisions may be 
made. Comrnon examples of the lack of inter-jurisdictional coordination include: 

a .  Border issues: how land is  planned and regulated at the jurisdiction 
boundary l ine. 

b. How issues of "greater than local concern" are decided. For example, a 
decision by one jurisdiction related to a land use on an inland lake that 
extends into two or rnore jurisdictions has the potential to impact far beyond 
the borders of the community in question. 

c. The implementation of different development standards between adjoining 
jurisd ictions. For example, different sign standards between adjoining 
jurisd ictions can result in very different (and negative) impacts on the 
appearance of a particular corridor. It also gives some businesses an 
advantage over businesses in the next jurisdiction .  

4. Lack of a "big picture" view. 
Many local governments act as if the world ends at their jurisdictional borders, a 
practice that suppresses a "big picture" view. These communities are inclined to 
develop in piecemeal o r  fragmented fashion as opposed to promoting unified 
development within a region. Without a set of goals and objectives that are 
commonly agreed to for guiding development across the entire County, each 
jurisdiction makes planning and development decisions in isolation of broader 
public interests. Since every person is a citizen in not only a township or village, 
but also of a county, and region, it is very important for local and county 
governmental agencies to make decisions that consider public interests in light of 
the "big picture". Failure to do so often results in unnecessary road congestion ,  
strip development along roads, loss of open space, diminished environmental 
qual ity and other negative impacts. 

5. Lack of maintenance of plans and zoning ordinances after adoption. 
Following adoption of a comprehensive plan, local decision making often fizzles 
into a relaxed approach to planning based on neglect. Since the plan is thought to 
be finished , planning ceases. Local officials are lulled into a false sense of security 
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based on the notion of a "finished" plan. A direct outcome of this thinking is a plan 

( which goes on the shelf and eventually becomes an outdated plan with obsolete 
implementation tools. Citizen support for the plan and its policies erodes quickly. 
Eventual ly,  as community tolerance wears thin, the planning process is thought to 
be stagnant. The plan and many of its policies may be discarded as an exercise in 
futility. Citizens are left wondering wliat land use controls are in place and feel 
helpless in attempting to influence new development. As a general rule of thumb, 
the Michigan Society of Planning Officials recommends that every plan and 
development regulation be thorough ly reviewed (from stem to stern) at least once 
each five years. A better suggestion is to review part of the plan and zoning 
ordinance (such as a few chapters) every year. This makes the updating process 
easier and less expensive as the community doesn't have to undertake a major 
review al l  at once. 

6. Disproportionate influence of new jobs and tax base on decisions. 
Potential new jobs and increased municipal tax base often bear disproportionate 
influence on land use decisions. Local officials will often vote in favor of the 
immediate, short term assumed benefit of a proposed development without 
studying long-term impacts on their communities. Such decisions should be made 
in light of long-term fiscal planning considerations--but rarely are. Failure to do so 
frequently results in decisions that appear to enhance the tax base without 
considering the impacts on public services. Once the cost/revenue balance is lost, 
the only "solution" is higher taxes or service cuts. The penalty for such mistakes is 
usual ly borne by future generations. Since most rural residential development ( 
rarely pays more in taxes than it costs to service, shouldn't al l  new rural residential 
development be very carefully scrutinized? The most insidious. impacts come 
cumulatively from small individual development decisions (especially single family 
homes on large lots in the country). These seemingly innocuous decisions can 
create serious public service impacts in the future. They also have a immediate 
negative impact on community character. 

7. Lack of widespread support for a common vision of the future and the 
commitment required for implementation. 

Many contemporary plans lack widespread support for a shared vision of the 
future, leaving community leaders to "fend for themselves" in controversial 
situations. This is because most such plans were prepared by a small group of 
people who left the planning commission once the plan was adopted. In other 
cases, not al l members of the planning commission or governing body agree with 
the citizen vision and actively seek to undermine it. Without consensus on a 
common vision of the future based on broad citizen input (that is periodically 
reaffi rmed), and commitment by the planning commission and governing body to 
implement it, a community is making very tenuous assumptions about the 
community support for its plans and regulatory programs. Commitment to 
integrated and coordinated land use planning based on broad citizen input that is 
reaffirmed periodically, is the only way to ensure the long-term success of a 
g rowth management program. ( , 
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B. Lack of communication, common understanding and commitment to a 
common vision of the future. 
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Independent decision-making by tribal, federal, state, county and local units of 
government can result in actions that don't contribute to achievement of a common 
vision of the future. This is unfortunate given that no unit of government has all the 
resources necessary to achieve its goals. In the worst case scenario, it results in 
spending public money twice. This is often simply the result of failure to 
communicate, or poor listening. Regular sharing of information and periodic 
personal contact can go a long way to improving decision-making without 
unintended consequences. But, even good communication, listening and 
coordination will not give the synergistic benefits that working to achieve a 
common vision can bring. 

9. Lack of resources for infrastructure improvements. 
Benzie County communities are small and have limited available financial 
resources for infrastructure improvements. However, if more development in the 
County is to take place in a compact form in or adjacent to existing cities and 
villages, then public sewer and water will be necessary. While operating expenses 
can be borne by users, the up-front capital expenses are often a problem. The 
County may have to lend its bonding authority to local governments in order for 
needed infrastructure to be constructed in the future. At the same time, the District 
Health Department may need to be open to modem privately owned alternative 
waste treatment systems in order to permit more compact development. Similarly, 
the County Road Commission may need to develop alternative standards for 
private roads that result in narrower, quality roads than are usually required, if 
cluster development is to be an economically feasible option. The County 
Comprehensive Plan and a county-wide capital improvement program can be key 
tools to prioritize infrastructure improvements and to leverage available public 
resources for the best benefit. 
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ISSUES OF GREATER THAN LOCAL CONCERN 

One common thread running through the above l ist of problems with the current 
"system" of land use planning, zoning and infrastructure decision-making in Benzie 
County, is the inadequate structure for dealing with issues of greater than local 
concern . Public interests that are broader than simply local interests include (but 
are not limited to) those listed below. Many of these issues are illustrated on 
Figure 1 .  Discussions about these issues are likely to involve all the groups 
p reviously identified and relisted in Table 2. With continued growth in the Traverse 
Bay Region and continuation of the current "system" for planning and land 
development regulation in Benzie County, these issues of greater than local 
concern are not likely to be handled better in the future than in the past. If that 
were to occur, much of the vision for Benzie County articulated by citizens at a 
series of county-wide visioning sessions and embodied in the Benzie County 
Comprehensive Plan is not likely to become a reality. 

Issues of Greater than Local Concern 
The following issues of greater than local concern are organized by general 
category. Some issues could arguably be included in more than one category. 

Protecting the Environment and Natural Resources 
• Watersheds and water quality 
• Wetlands protection 
• Floodplain protection 
• Land pollution (ex. arsenic along trails) 
• Soil conservation and stormwater pollution (e.g . Arcadia Bluffs) 
• Air pollution 
• Groundwater pollution 
• Oi l  and gas pollution 
• Noise pollution 
• Light pollution (protect night sky) 
• Water pollution of inland lakes (esp. Platte Lakes, Crystal Lake), rivers and 

streams 
• Protection of sand dunes 
• Wildlife corridors and fish and wildlife habitat protection 
• Protection of unique and endangered species 
• Sustainability of privately owned forest land 
• Water surface under control of multiple local jurisd ictions, especially as 

relatef.; to keyhole development 
• Use of public access sites 
• Maintaining a "sense of place" where that sense is the major attraction for 

tourists and the service sector economy. 

Siting Public Facilities or Providing new Public Services 
• Solid waste and recycling 
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• Emergency services (fire, ambulance, police) - to achieve greater efficiency 
(involves the U.S.  Park Service, and Dept. of Natural Resources too) 

• Transportation/roads 
• Mass transportation (greater than county service area) 
• Trails (siting of) - federal, state, local, and property owners 
• "Regional" park facilities (very large, e.g. pool or hockey rink - needs a large 

customer base) 
• District library and district boundaries for l ibraries 
• Mental and other health facilities 
• Provision of senior services - location of facilities, including handicapped 

services 
• Extension of utilities 

Maintaining a Sustainable Economy and Promoting Economic Development 
• Real (livable) wages, job opportunities for young adults and families with 

children 
• Lack of seasonal workers - lack of an intermediate job base 
• Harbors (Frankfort and Elberta), Platte River free flow 
• Adequate lifelong educational opportunities for all citizens 
• Adequate affordable housing for middle and low income persons. 

Land Use 
• LULU's (locally unwanted land uses that meet a regional need, such as 

gravel pits, junk yards, landfil ls, communication towers, etc.) 
• Large scale development (resorts, shopping centers, a irports, etc. )  
• Strip development along main roads 
• Density in some rural areas that is too high to cost-effectively service and a 

current zoned density that will exacerbate this problem 
• Compact settlement pattern vs. a dispersed settlement pattern and the 

associated impacts on infrastructure extensions or establishment of 
infrastructure 

• Siting affordable housing 
• Lack of similar regulations and enforcement across jurisdiction boundaries 
• Compatibility of land uses along jurisd iction boundaries regarding zoning and 

land use issues 
• Loss of open space 
• Regional focus on open space preservation and farmland preservation 
• Protecting important viewsheds and rural corridor views 

Other 
• A sovereign nation within the County making independent land use decisions 
• A nonresident (largely seasonal) population that (for the most part) does not 

vote locally, but does pay taxes locally 
• Lack of a tax or fee of users of state resources here 
• I nter-jurisdictional equity issues 
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• lntergenerational equity issues 
• Sustainability. 

Figure 1 
ISSUES O F  GREATER THAN LOCAL C O NCERN 
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Table 2 
List of Key Decision-Makers that May Get Involved 

On Land Use, Infrastructure and Issues of Greater than Local Concern 

•!• County board of commissioners • National Park Service (NPS) 
• County planning commission • Bureau of Land Management 

•!• Township, city, village, elected officials • Army Corps of Engineers (ACE) • Local planning commissions and zoning • Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) 
boards •!• Business organizations 

•!• Tribal nations • Local chambers of commerce • Grand Traverse Band of Ottawa and • County Visitor and Convention Bureau 
Chippewa Indians • Board of Realtors • Little River Band of Ottawa Indians • Other business associations 

•!• School boards, County agencies and related •!• Other nonprofit organizations that work on land 
governmental support organizations use issues in the County • four school boards • Citizens for Positive Planning • County Road Commission • Lake associations (Crystal Lake, Platte • County Drain Commissioner Lake, Pearl Lake, and Herring Lake) • District Health Dept. • River restoration committees • Community Mental Health Dept. • Watershed organizations • Park & Recreation Commission • Conservation Resource Alliance • MSU Extension (MSUE) • Michigan Land Use Institute • Benzie Conservation District • Northern Michigan Environmental Action • Natural Resources Conservation Service Council, Sierra Club 

(N RCS) & Soil Conservation District • Friends of the Betsie Valley Trail • Betsie Valley Trail Management Council • Friends of Sleeping Bear Dunes 
•!• Other public organizations within the County • Fraternal organizations, ministerial • Two housing commissions association, churches • Historic district commission • Sportsman's clubs, charter boat captains • Volunteer fire departments • Grand Traverse Regional Land • Northwest Michigan Council of Conservancy 

Governments (NWMCOG) • The Nature Conservancy • Planners Regional Advisory Committee • Frankfort Rotary 
•!• State and Federal agencies • Crystal Lake Kiwanis • Michigan Dept. of Environmental Quality • American Legion 

(DEQ) • County Farm Bureau • Michigan Dept. of Natural Resources • New Designs for Growth 
(DNR) • Foundations with a local connection: • Michigan Dept. of Transportation Rotary Charities, Seaberry, Dow 
(MDOT) •!• Other potentially influential parties • Michigan Aeronautics Commission • Newspaper editors and reporters • National Park Service (NPS) • A few influential citizens • Bureau of Land Management • Key government staff like city and county • Army Corps of Engineers (ACE) managers • Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) • Slate associations 

•!• State and Federal agencies • Michigan Townships Association • Michigan Dept. of Environmental Quality (MTA) 
(DEQ) • Michigan Municipal League (MML) • Michigan Dept. of Natural Resources • Michigan Association of Counties 
(DNR) (MAC) • Michigan Dept. of Transportation •!• Large landowners 
(MOOT) ·:· Small landowners • Michigan Aeronautics Commission 
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OPTIONS TO DEAL WITH 
ISSUES OF GREATER THAN LOCAL CONCERN 

In order to improve planning, zoning and infrastructure decision-making in Benzie 
County and to get a better and more consistent result on issues of greater than 
local concern, it is important to design and implement some new approaches. 
These would be used to reform the current "system" of land use decision-making 
so that it was more predictable and resulted in achievement of the common vision 
inherent i n  the Benzie County Comprehensive Plan. The first step is to improve 
cooperation, coordination and communication between units of government 
involved in planning, land use and infrastructure decisions in the County. This 
requires building and maintaining relationships between governmental units and 
agencies based on mutual respect and mutual support. A bi-monthly newsletter 
and a complete website would help ,  but alone are not sufficient. The second step 
is to reform the structure for basic planning, zoning and infrastructure decision
making in the County. For this to occur, several options need to be considered and 
consensus needs to emerge around one of the options. 

Mutual Respect and Mutual Support Between Governmental Units 
It is easiest to engage multiple jurisdictions in a cooperative endeavor when there 
is longstanding mutual respect between the organizations and a history of mutual 
support. Making it easier to work together is a sufficient reason to work hard to 
build and maintain mutual respect and support among all jurisdictions in a County 
generally and among abutting jurisdictions particu larly. This is often achieved most ( 
easily by building relationships upon mutual self-interest. 

Where local governments and governmental agencies are clear about their 
mission ,  their goals and objectives, and where there are common goals between 
organizations, then it is in the self-interest of each agency or jurisdiction to work 
cooperatively to achieve common goals, especially if they cannot be fully achieved 
independently. It is usually the lack of money, staff or other resources that 
prevents independent action. Since most goals associated with the sustainable 
development of a community cannot be achieved by a single governmental unit or 
agency independently, intergovernmental cooperation is essential to achievement 
of mutual goals. Public tax dollars are better spent and al l  resources are leveraged 
for a more effective result. 

This Plan sets forth a common vision for an improved quality of Ufe in Benzie 
County based on the principles of sustainable development. It respects the natural 
environment and the needs for economic development. It recognizes the need for 
a balanced approach to new development that is jointly implemented by a 
partnership between the County and local units of government. Consequently, 
implementation must be based on mutual respect and a willingness on the part of 
al l  governmental units and agencies to be mutually supportive in pursuit of the 
common vision. One of the most important places to start in building this kind of 
relationship is by ensuring everyone is aware of the principal roles and ( ) 
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responsibilities of the key decision-makers. This was described earlier for the key 
County and local decision makers in Benzie County. 

Relationship with Citizens and the General Public 
It is also important to broaden opportunities for public access to information and 
input on issues related to future development in the County. This will improve trust 
and the ultimate quality of the decision making process. It requires util ization of 
new means for storing and accessing information and it requires constant 
maintenance. Periodic newsletters and bul letins can be a big help in this regard , 
but geographic information systems and internet access to a County database are 
the only viable options for the long term. These initiatives require investments in 
technology and maintenance after installation. Funding is likely to be a challenge. 
However, not investing in such technology will result in a significant number of 
citizens continuing to feel disenfranchised and for governmental agencies to 
continue to propose projects of greater than local concern that meet with 
significant opposition. Or, if there is little opposition, the project may be 
implemented with unintended or negative consequences that are d iscovered later. 
The end result is the same either way-continued conflict and d iscord. Successful 
in itiatives require consensus and equal access to pertinent information in a timely 
manner. 

Structural Options for Dealing with Issues of Greater than Local Concern 
Following are a set of options brainstormed by members of the I ntergovernmental 
Cooperation Subcommittee to deal with issues of greater than local concern. They 
recognized that more than one option may be needed in order to deal with 
different types of issues of greater than local concern, or with issues that have a 
d ifferent scale. 

1 .  Maintain the Status Quo. The Status Quo involves no new responsibilities 
and no new governmental entities. It assumes that current entities ( l ike the 
County Planning Commission) do not use all the authority that they 
currently have under the Planning Enabling Acts (e.g.  not reviewing all 
capital facilities for consistency with the Comprehensive Plan or pursuing 
intergovernmental coordination beyond review of township plans and 
rezonings). The Status Quo results in different responses to issues of 
greater than local concern depending on the issue. 
• County Board more or less unilaterally deals with a few county facility 

issues, even though the County Planning Act and the ordinance creating 
the Planning Commission require review of these facilities by the 
Planning Commission. 

• Some quasi-public agencies more or less unilaterally deal with siting 
their own facilities (e.g. recent controversy over siting Mental Health 
Resource Center and the Commission on Aging facility). 

• County Planning Commission only deals with a few issues that are 
directly related to planning and zoning and not often with other inter
jurisdictional issues; although it has authority to do so under the County 
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Planning Act. It does review Township Plans and Zoning Ordinances 

( and amendments. It has also played a role on trail issues (an inter-
jurisdictional issue). 

• It is not clear that everyone understands the existing roles of the various 
bodies and what roles are permitted by statute but are not being fulfil led . 
There are also other ways of dealing with issues of greater than local 
concern d ifferent than how existing inter-jurisdictional matters are 
handled (like review and comment by the planning commission on local 
plans and zoning ordinances, etc. ). 

2 .  Maintain the Status Quo Plus . . .  The Planning Commission exercises all 
existing statutory authority and prepares, or at least reviews, a capital 
improvement program on an annual basis for consistency with the County 
Comprehensive Plan. This review would be limited to County facility issues 
and voluntary involvement by local governments. 

3. Modify the Status Quo 
I n  this option ,  the County Planning Commission plays a more central role. It 
does everything in option #1 and #2 plus elements of the following three 
d ifferent options: 
a .  Change the composition of the County Planning Commission to 

include one representative of every jurisdiction in the County (this 
would require a statutory change because there are more 
jurisdictions than permitted members on a County Planning 
Commission)·. Also, reorganize the Planning Commission Under 
Section 4a of the County Planning Act (this option has greater 
responsibilities for coordinating planning and doing infrastructure 
planning). This would require a Planning Commission with at least 1 1  
seats some of which serve areas on a rotating basis. [For example, 
those subject to county zoning would have an automatic seat. The 
rest would be represented by rotating seats based on geography. It 
would also be necessary to develop criteria for serving on the County 
Planning Commission in order to get the best qualified people. 
Individual townships should be consulted on prospective 
appointments prior to the appointment being made.] There would be 
a great emphasis on networking and regular communication between 
the County Planning Commission and local governments and other 
governmental agencies within the County. Everyone would get 
complete and up-to-date information in a timely fashion. 

b. The County Planning Commission creates standing subcommittees 
to assist with consideration of issues of greater than local concern 
(see example of possible membership in standing committees 
below*). 

c. The County Planning Commission establishes a formal structure for 
review and comment on issues of greater than local concern prior to 
taking action. This structure would permit all key stakeholders and 
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abutting local governments to review and comment before key 
decisions were made. This would have to be tightly structured so that 
decision time frames were not unnecessarily long. 

4. Organize all Local Governments in Benzie County as a Regional 
Planning Commission or as a Council of Governments under the 
Regional Planning Commission Act 
This would be a new entity. It would replace the existing County Planning 
Commission. Membership would likely be comprised of a representative 
appointed by the legislative body of each jurisdiction. It could exercise 
duties of a County Planning Commission through intergovernmental 
agreements or could only meet to deal with ad hoc issues and occasionally 
(e.g. two times a year) to stay in touch (enough that it is a real entity). It 
would be able to do everything in options # 1 ,  #2, or #3 above. The principal 
benefit of this option would be the direct involvement of all local 
governments in an organization whose job it was to constructively deal with 
issues of greater than local concern. 

5 .  Create a Mediation Committee 
This is an ad hoc committee* (see possible membership below) that would 
come into action only after a dispute begins and after the County Planning 
Commission was asked to mediate the dispute. There are many different 
ways that it could be organized. The benefit is a structured organization and 
process would be in place to deal with disputes on issues of greater than 
local concern. However, since it would only be in itiated after a dispute 
began, it is a reactive, rather than a proactive option. 

*Example of possible membership on new ad hoc or standing 
subcommittee to deal with issues of greater than local concern: 
Standing membership could include: 

• A member of the County Planning Commission 
• A representative of the County Road Commission 
• A representative of the County Drain Commissioners office 
• A representative of the District Health Department 
• At least 3 citizens at large. 

Floating membership could include: 
• A representative of the local planning commission(s) facing the issue 
• The official designee of the municipality(ies) affected by the issue 
• A representative of the local water/sewer authority if pertinent 
• A representative of util ity companies if pertinent 
• A representative of pertinent state departments (such as the Dept. of 

Environmental Quality, Natural Resources, Transportation, etc.) 
• A representative of pertinent federal agencies (such as the National 

Park Service, or Bureau of Land Management) 
• A representative of the Indian Tribe(s) if pertinent. 
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There are a variety of other issues associated with many of these options, and 
especially #4 and #5. These include: how to provide incentives for participation; 
how to staff and fund; how to make it appear non-threatening; and how to make it 
work given that it is  a change and most structural changes are resisted. 

Recommendation 
The I ntergovernmental Cooperation Subcommittee d iscussed each of the above 
options and recommended a variation of#3 and #5 as the best option for Benzie 
County at this time. They rejected the status quo (option #1 ) as unacceptable 
because of all the unresolved issues and undesirable land use pattern changes 
taking place in the County and already documented in other background reports. 
They rejected option #2 as not adequately dealing with issues of greater than local 
concern, and for not providing sufficient opportunities for all local governments to 
participate in key planning and zoning decisions in the County. They rejected 
option #4 as too complicated, too costly, too politically charged and hence too 
uncertain. They decided that option #3 was proactive and designed to prevent 
conflict, but in the event an issue arose that was not able to be addressed within 
the structure of #3, then perhaps #5 would still be necessary. 
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PROPOSED NEW STRUCTURE FOR PLANNING, ZONING & 
I NFRASTRUCTURE DECISIONS IN BENZIE COUNTY 
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Following is a more detailed explanation of a reformed structure for planning, 
zoning and infrastructure decisions, as well as for decisions of greater than local 
concern in Benzie County. The new institutional structure focuses on both the 
County role and the local government role in growth management, as well as on 
their respective coordination responsibil ities. It is a partnership structure founded 
on respective governmental responsibilities under existing state law and historical 
traditions. 

If adopted, the new institutional structure would be founded on the principal of 
rnutual respect in areas of overlapping responsibilities and mutual support in areas 
where responsibilities are separate, but compatible in  pursuit of common goals 
and a cornmon vision of the County. Areas of overlapping responsibil ities include 
planning, however, the County Comprehensive Plan would define the big picture 
and provide guidance on issues of greater than local concern. It would be adopted 
by the County Planning Commission and ideally would also be approved by the 
County Board of Commissioners as well as by each local planning commission 
and governing body. 

I n  contrast, over time local plans would be consistent with the County 
Comprehensive Plan, and would be more specific with regard to land use in those 
jurisdictions with their own local zoning. Local plan consistency with the County 
Comprehensive Plan would be a sign ificant focus of the County Planning 
Commission review and approval/ disapproval ,  as required by Sec. 8 of the 
Township Planning Act (Act 1 68 ,  PA 1 959). The County Planning Department and 
County Board of Commissioners would provide a variety of support services to 
local government efforts to implement elements of the local plan that were 
consistent with the County Plan, and would not oppose local planning and 
regulatory efforts that were not inconsistent with the County Plan. Support services 
supplied by the County could include (but are not l imited to) technical assistance 
from the County Planning Department (and other County agencies), assistance 
securing grants, and as appropriate providing assistance with financing plan 
u pdates, new infrastructure and public lands/facil ity development. Likewise, local 
governments would support (or at least not oppose) County Planning Commission 
and County Board of Commissioner's efforts on projects and programs to 
implement the County Plan. 

Local Planning Commissions and Governing Bodies 
All of the traditional roles and responsibil ities of local planning commissions and 
governing bodies would remain .  Local planning would continue to rest primarily 
upon local planning commissions (constituted as permitted under the appropriate 
Planning Enabling Act). However, there would be stronger involvement by the 
governing body in preparation and maintenance of the local comprehensive plan 
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as the governing body would also approve the plan following adoption by the local 
planning commission. 

Each township zoning board (not boards of appeals) would be encouraged to be 
replaced with a township planning commission (under PA 1 68 of 1959). This would 
place more focus on planning and intergovernmental coordination than typically 
occurs with a zoning board (which is organized under the County Zoning Act, PA 
183 of 1943). It would also result in the preparation of a township plan in those 
townships without one. This is critical to maintain the legal validity of township 
zoning. Villages without a planning commission would be encouraged to create 
one under the Municipal Planning Act, PA 285 of 1931,  or for the council to act as 
one under that statute. A plan prepared under the Municipal Planning Act would 
strengthen the legal validity of the zoning ordinance, especially if prepared 
consistent with the County Plan. 

Local un its of government that currently have their own zoning would continue to 
be responsible for local planning, zoning, and subdivision regulation decisions. 
This includes the preparation of local plans, zoning and subdivision regulations; 
decisions on local zoning requests; and administration of local zoning permits. 
Local administration could however, be contracted to a private party (a firm that 
provides zoning administration or planning consulting services), or shared 
between several local governments or even contracted from the County. All local 
governments would have a local master or comprehensive plan that was 
consistent with the County Comprehensive Plan, and was u pdated at least once 
each 5 years. All local zoning ordinances would be consistent with the local plan 
and would also be updated at least once each 5 years. 

Local plans and zoning regulations (including those of cities and villages which are 
not now statutorily required to be reviewed by the County) would be submitted to 
the County Planning Commission for review and comment prior to adoption. In  
turn, the proposed County Comprehensive Plan, or  any amendment, would be 
submitted to local governments in the County for review and comrnent prior to 
adoption.  The County Planning Commission would recommend local plans and 
development regulations for approval if they were consistent with the County Plan. 
Subsequent zoning and subdivision regulations would be reviewed at both the 
local and county level for consistency with the local ordinance, the local plan, and 
with the County Comprehensive Plan. They would also be reviewed for 
compatibil ity with the County Zoning Ordinance where pertinent. 

Local planning commissions, working in concert with their governing body, would 
participate in the preparation of (and thereafter annually update) a 6-year capital 
improvement program (CIP). The C I P  would  ind icate the type and location of new 
capital improvements (new facilities, land, or rnajor additions/changes to existing 
facilities). The CIP would indicate when the project would be in itiated, the cost, 
method of financing and how long it would take to finish. This would be prepared 
consistent with guidelines created by the County Planning Commission so that a 
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county-wide CIP could also be prepared . All projects would have to be consistent 
with both the local master plan and the County Plan. Once established, no new 
public facility could be established in the local unit of government that was not 
consistent with the approved CIP (this is a presently authorized but not util ized 
power of city, village and township planning commissions). 

The local governing body would make a special effort to appoint qualified people 
to serve on the planning commission and to provide adequate financial resources 
and professional services to the planning commission so that it could appropriately 
complete its responsibilities. It would also work with the planning commission in 
the preparation and/or updating of the local master plan and capital improvements 
program, as well on development regulations. It would formally approve the local 
master plan following adoption by the planning commission. Where a township did 
not have adequate financial resources, it would consider dropping local zoning and 
falling under county zoning. If it could, it would still maintain a planning 
commission and advise the County Planning Commission on planning and zoning 
issues in its township. 

County Planning Commission 
The County Board of Commissioners would amend the ordinance creating the 
County Planning Commission to include al l  the traditional responsibilities of a 
County Planning Commission as well as some new duties. In  reorganizing the 
County Planning Commission, the County Board of Commissioners would also 
delegate the authority permitted under section 4a of the County Planning Act (MCL 
1 25 . 1  04a). This provides greater authority to plan for and coordinate capital 
improvements, to assist cities and villages with infrastructure and land use issues, 
to coordinate planning within the county, and with governmental units outside the 
county, and to seek grants. 

The principal duties to be performed by the Planning Commission are listed below. 
All are authorized by the County Planning Act, PA 282 of 1 945: 

1 .  The preparation and maintenance of a County Plan and County Zoning 
Ordinance. 

2 .  Review of local plans and zoning regulations. 
3 .  Guiding public facility decisions. 
4 .  Coordinating planning and growth management activities with other public 

and private agencies. 
5 .  Seeking grants and other financial assistance. 
6. Providing technical assistance. 
7.  Supporting the development and maintenance of a data center in the 

County Planning Department. 
8 .  Preparing and promoting model ordinances. 
9 .  Arranging and promoting educational opportunities on planning and 

growth management. 
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10 .  Carrying out specially delegated responsibil ities of the County Board of 
Commissioners. 

Each of these responsibil ities is described in more detail below: 

1. Preparation and Maintenance of a County Plan and County Zoning 
Ordinance 

34 

The primary responsibil ity of the County Planning Commission wil l continue to be 
the preparation and maintenance of a County Plan and County Zoning Ordinance. 
The Plan would be annually reviewed and completely updated at least once each 
five years. This also requires the maintenance of background data and periodic 
updating of working papers and other reports on specific planning issues. The 
County Plan would serve as a guide for long-range development of local 
comprehensive plans with respect to the pattern and intensity of land use and the 
provision of public facilities, as well as for any long-range fiscal plans for such 
development. The County Plan would include recommendations for the most 
effective economic, social and physical development of the County as well as 
provide the basis for future County facil ity plans. It would also serve as the legal 
basis for the County Zoning Ordinance and related land development regulations. 
The County Zoning Ordinance would also be annually reviewed and completely 
updated at least once each five years. 

( 

I n  formulating the County Plan, an amendment to it, or supplementing a subarea 
or functional plan, the County Planning Commission would use the professional ( 
planning services of the County Planning Department, to make, as necessary, 
various studies, investigations, and surveys relative to the economic, social and 
physical development of the County. Throughout, the County Plan would focus on 
issues of greater than local concern and appropriate mechanisms to deal with 
them. In formulating the County Zoning Ordinance or  an amendment to it, the 
County Planning Commission would use the professional planning services of the 
County Planning Department. 

2. Review of Local Plans and Zoning Regulations 
The County Planning Commission would use the County Plan in review of local 
plans and zoning proposals (including new ordinances, amendments and 
rezonings). The County Planning Commission would also use the County Plan in 
the d ischarge of other statutory reviews such as PA 1 1 6  enrollments. Local zoning 
would also be compared with county zoning to insure consistency along common 
jurisdiction borders, and to point out opportunities for a common zoning strategy 
throughout the County. 

3. Guiding Facility Decisions 
The County Planning Commission would maintain a County Plan so that it could 
be used as a guide to city, village, township and county facility decisions as well as 
for joint County/local government investment decisions. This would be 
accomplished by participating in the preparation and annual maintenance of a ( 
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county-wide capital improvements program. The CIP would involve merging all 
local C IP's, all county CIP's (road commission, drain commission, other county 
departments and agencies, etc.), with those of the National Park Service, MOOT 
and any other agency with a capital improvement list of infrastructure projects 
within the County. A strategy for prioritizing proposed County prqjects would be 
presented along with defin itive financing plans for the improvements to be 
constructed in the earlier years of the program. This activity would be performed 
by the County Planning Commission with assistance of the County Planning 
Department. Decisions on new County public facilities would be made by the 
County Board of Commissioners, but only after receiving a recommendation by the 
County Planning Commission as to consistency with the County Plan and the 
current capital improvements program. 

The County Plan and capital improvements program would also serve as the 
framework around which private investment in the County could be organized. The 
County Planning Commission would annually prepare, through the County 
Planning Department, an official map of all proposed capital improvements in the 
County for the next 6 years. This would be d istributed to all public agencies in the 
County and be available to the public. 

Once the County Plan has been adopted, and a certified copy of the plan is 
delivered to the County Board of Commissioners, then the statutory authority 
requiring County Planning Commission review and approval of public works 
proposals would be in itiated. This would apply to the expenditure of funds by a 
County Board, department or agency for acquisition of land , the erection of a 
structure or extension, correction or improvement of any physical facility until the 
County Planning Commission has reviewed the proposed location and extent of 
the project and reported back to the County Board and/or the department or 
agency submitting the proposal .  If the project or proposal was consistent with the 
adopted capital improvements program and the County Plan, then it would be 
recommended for approval. 

4. Coordinating Planning and Growth Management Activities with Other 
Public and Private Agencies 

The County Planning Commission would be charged with cooperating with all 
state, federal (including the National Park Service) and local governments and 
other public agencies (such as schools, soil conservation service, etc.) as well as 
with the Grand Traverse Band of Ottawa and Chippewa Indians and the Little 
Traverse Band of the Ottawa Indians, in preparation of the County Plan and would 
seek coordination of their programs in the County. The County Plan would also 
serve as the basis for coordinating all related plans of the departments or 
subdivisions of County government. Coordination with local governments would be 
expansively interpreted to include issues of greater than local concern and not 
merely limited to border issues. The County Planning Commission would consult 
with adjacent counties to avoid conflicts with over-al l  plans. It would also work 
cooperatively as needed with the Northwest Michigan Council of Governments. 
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The County Planning Commission would be encouraged to coordinate planning 
efforts with private agencies as wel l ,  such as util ity companies, chambers of 
commerce, etc. 

If supported by local governments in the County and by the County Board of 
Commissioners, the County Planning Commission could provide adjudication or  
mediation services on disputes related to land use and infrastructure issues 
covered by the County Plan. I n  so doing, they could employ such experts as 
necessary to assist in accomplishing the task. 

5. Seeking Grants and Other Financial Assistance 
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In  addition to the authority allowed by other provisions of the County Planning Act, 
the County Planning Commission could apply for, receive and accept grants from 
any governmental agency, or from the federal government, and agree to and 
comply with such terms and conditions as may be necessary, convenient or 
desirable. The County Planning Commission could do any and all things 
necessary or desirable to secure financial aid or cooperation of the federal 
government in carrying out the functions of the Commission, when approved by a 
2/3 vote of the County Board of Commissioners. 

6. Providing Technical Assistance 
As a part of their coordination function, and in order to ensure implementation of 
the County Plan, the County Planning Commission would be authorized to 
structure and provide technical assistance services to public agencies and 
citizens. These activities would be largely provided through the County Planning 
Department and would be dependent on budgeted funds and/or fee for service 
arrangements. Technical assistance would be initially targeted to local 
governments for efforts to update local plans and development regulations in a 
manner consistent with the County Plan. 

· 

7. Supporting the Development and Maintenance of a Data Center in the 
County Planning Department 

The Planning Commission would be responsible for providing policy assistance in 
the development of a data information center within the Planning Department. This 
would be linked to the evolving Geographic Information System, for data 
collection, storage, maintenance, retrieval and mapping. Many other County 
departments will also need to play a role in continuing the development and 
maintenance of the GIS .  It would be used by the Commission in the discharge of 
its duties and by other governmental users and citizens. It would include a wide 
range of information on subjects including but not l imited to population, land use, 
economic development, public facilities and government finances. 
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8. Preparing and Promoting Model Ordinances 
The County Planning Commission would also be charged with the responsibil ity to 
propose standards, criteria, and suggested model ordinances to regulate the use 
and development of land and water within the County. These would be developed 
through subcommittees with input by interested and affected parties. The 
Commission would use these to help encourage the development and 
implementation of uniform regulations throughout the County. In itially the 
Commission would be charged to promote the wide adoption of the development 
guidelines and sample ordinance regulations found in the Grand Traverse Bay 
Region Development Guidebook, which was completed in 1 992. 

9. Arranging and Promoting Educational Opportunities on Planning and 
Growth Management 

The County Planning Commission would be charged with the responsibil ity of 
ensuring that each of its members had basic and advanced training in  the exercise 
of their responsibil ities as County Planning Commissioners. Being aware of new 
planning approaches and implementation tools to address emerging problems and 
opportunities in the County would be a special interest. In  fulfi l l ing this 
responsibil ity, the County Planning Commission would be encouraged to promote 
and arrange, as feasible, convenient educational opportunities for planning 
commissioners, zoning board of appeals members and members of governing 
bodies in local units of government in the County. The County Planning 
Commission would be encouraged to conduct an annual day-long conference for 
local government officials on a variety of issues of contemporary interest in the 
County. 

The County Planning Commission would also provide summary and other 
educational materials for broad public distribution. These materials would focus on 
describing pertinent plans, planning concepts, regulations, and/or special 
programs in terms suitable for easy understanding to a wide audience. 

10. Carrying Out Specially Delegated Responsibilities of the County 
Board of Commissioners 

I n  addition to the above duties, the County Planning Commission would,  from time 
to time, also undertake special studies, or advise on special issues assigned to 
them by the County Board of Commissioners. 

Where this exceeded work planned in an annual work program, the County 
Planning Commission could expect that either other pre-approved tasks would be 
foregone, or additional resources would be made available to complete the new 
task (especially as related to assistance from the County Planning Department). 
I n  all dealings with the public and local government officials, the County Planning 
Commission would be expected to be open and receptive to input and seriously 
consider all relevant facts before rendering an opinion. All Planning Commission 
decisions would be expected to be in writing with supporting documentation. The 
County Planning Commission would be expected to maintain (and update as 
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necessary) rules of procedure (or bylaws) and use them as a guide to its conduct 
and procedure. 

A report of Planning Commission activities accompanied by a work program and 
budget for the next year would be annually prepared. It would be distributed for 
review, comment and refinement to each local government and other public 
agencies in the County prior to submittal to the County Board of Commissioners. 

County Planning Commission Structure 

( 

The County Board of Commissioners would modify the ordinance establishing the 
County Planning Commission to increase its membership to the maximum 
currently permitted ( 1 1 members) to include representation on a geopolitical basis 
in addition to an occupation or interest group basis. A mechanism would be 
established for input by citizens and local government officials as to nominations of 
candidates for consideration by the County Board prior to any appointments. 
Planning Commission membership would be drawn from each of the seven 
townsh ips subject to County Zoning. Each of these persons would be expected to 
represent not only specific interests in their township, but also any city or village 
within the township and general county-wide interests. The five townships with 
their own zoning would rotate four seats (see Table 3). Up to three members of the 
County Board of Commissioners could continue to serve on the County Plaf)ning 
Commission, but each would also have to represent a particular township and 
villages within the township. Since the total membership of the Planning 
Commission under this option is eleven, no change in the County Planning Act, PA ( 
282 of 1 945 is necessary. (However, if the County Planning Act were changed to 
so permit, the County Planning Commission could be reorganized to include a 
representative from each of the local governments within the County and one 
representative from the Grand Traverse Band of Ottawa and Chippewa Indians 
and the Little River Band of Ottawa Ind ians. This would make a 2 1  member 
County Planning Commission . )  In order for this to work, each member of the 
County Planning Commission would have to take an oath (to be included in its 
bylaws) that he/she had as a primary responsibility, looking out for the interests of 
all citizens and lands in the County, and that the secondary responsibility was to 
represent the geographic area and interests (farming, business, etc.) made explicit 
when they were appointed. 

( 
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Table 3 
Proposed Membership on the County Planning Commission 

* means has a seat on an 1 1  member County Planning Commission 

Townships subject to County Zoning 
• Benzonia Township* 
• Blaine Township* 
• Colfax Township* 
• Crystal Lake Township* 
• Gilmore Township* 
• Joyfield Township* 
• Platte Township* 

Cities and Villages in the County 
• City of Frankfort (would be represented by Crystal Lake Township planning commissioner) 
• Benzonia Village (would be represented by Benzonia Township planning commissioner) 
• Beulah Village (would be represented by Benzonia Township planning commissioner) 
• Elberta Village (would be represented by Gilmore Township planning commissioner) 
• Honor Village (would be represented by Homestead Township planning commissioner) 
• Lake Ann Village (would be represented by Almira Township planning commissioner) 
• Thompsonville Village (would be represented by Colfax Township planning commissioner) 

Townships with their own zoning (with rotating membership - 4  seats*) 
• Almira Township 
• Homestead Township 
• Inland Township 
• Lake Township 
• Weldon Township 
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[Note: A variation on this option would automatically place a person from Almira and Homestead 
townships on the County Planning Commission, because that would pick up Honor and Lake Ann 
as well. That would mean only Inland, Lake and Weldon townships would rotate two seats. If the 
representative from Joyfield or Colfax Township also represented Weldon Township (which has 
little private land} then Inland and Lake could each have a permanent representative and no 
rotation would be needed.] 

Indian Tribes (would have a representative only if membership were enlarged beyond 1 1  persons) 
• Grand Traverse Band of Ottawa and Chippewa Indians 
• Little River Band of Ottawa Indians 

Note: if there were no limitation on the number of County Planning Commissioners under the County Planning 
Act, then it is recommended there should be one representative of each jurisdiction in the County, as well as 
one representative from each of the Indian Tribes. 
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Standing Subcommittees 
I n  addition, the County Planning Commission would organize standing 
subcommittees composed of individuals qual ified by experience, training, or 
interests to assist in the consideration and solution of problems of greater than 
local concern. Standing membership of each committee would include: 
• The chairperson or official designee of the County Planning Commission 
• The chairperson or official designee of the Road Commission 
• The Drain Commissioner or his/her designee 
• The Sanitarian or his/her designee 
• At least three citizens at large. 

Floating membership of each subcommittee would consist of the following, 
depending on the location of the issue being considered: 
• The chairperson or official designee of the local planning comrnission(s) 

affected by the issue at hand. 
• The chief executive officer or official designee of the municipality affected by 

the issue at hand. 
• The chairperson or official designee of the administrative agency(ies) having 

jurisdiction over affected municipal water supply systems (if any). 
• The chairperson or official designee of the administrative agency(ies) having 

jurisdiction over affected municipal sanitary sewer systems (if any). 

Ex-officio membership on each subcommittee could be offered to the following: 
• The designee of all public utilities servicing the County. 
• A representative of pertinent state departments (such as the Dept. of 

Environmental Quality, Natural Resources, Transportation, etc.) 
• A representative of pertinent federal agencies (such as the National Park 

Service, or Bureau of Land Management) 
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• The designee of the Grand Traverse Band of the Ottawa and Chippewa Tribe 
and/or of the Little River Band of the Ottawa Indians. 

As deemed appropriate by the County Planning Commission, other persons could 
also be appointed. Such appointments would be based on the specific issue and 
un ique geographic considerations. In making such appointments, the Planning 
Commission would need to keep in mind the desire to keep the subcommittee 
small enough to be functional and oriented to its principal purpose-which is 
looking out for the best interests of the whole County on issues of greater than 
local concern (and not merely looking out for the interests of those who may live in 
the immediate area). One person could serve in more than one capacity on any 
established subcommittee. 

The subcommittees would be charged with advising the Planning Commission 
(before it acted) on any issue of greater than local concern as so assigned by the 
Planning Commission. Staff of the County Planning Department would assist the 
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subcommittee within the parameters of the task assigned by the Planning 
Commission and within the time and other resources available. 

4 1  

The County Planning Commission, through its Rules of Procedure (or bylaws), 
would establish a mechanism for creating and convening any subcommittee, as 
well as establish what issues qual ified as an issue of greater than local concern. 
The County Planning Commission could not create or convene a subcommittee to 
advise on a routine matter, such as a township rezoning proposal, unless the issue 
in  question was a bona fide issue of greater than local concern requiring broader 
input prior to making a decision. The subcommittee process is proposed not to 
lengthen any review process, or otherwise delay making a decision, but rather to 
permit broader consideration and input on key issues of county-wide significance 
and/or long term impact. All subcommittee action must be completed within the 
time frame assigned by the County Planning Commission and/or established by a 
statutory or other applicable review procedure. 

County Planning Department Role 
The principal responsibil ities of the County Planning Department would include 
those listed below. However, none of the current responsibilities (l isted previously) 
are proposed to be dropped even if not mentioned below: 
1 .  Providing staff assistance to the County Planning Commission. 
2 .  Providing staff assistance to the County Board of Commissioners, and other 

County agencies. 
3 .  Provision of technical assistance services to local governments. 
4 .  Development and maintenance of a data center. 
5 .  Represent the County on various committees. 
6 .  Zoning admin istration 
7.  Soil erosion control: permit administration and enforcement 
8 .  Preparing various special plans. 

Each of these responsibil ities is described in more detail below: 

1. Providing Staff Assistance to the County Planning Commission 
The County Planning Department would continue to provide the principal staff 
assistance to the County Planning Commission in the d ischarge of each of the ten 
major duties described above. 

2. Providing Staff Assistance to the County Board and other County 
Agencies 

The County Planning Department would also continue to provide staff assistance 
to the County Board of Commissioners and other County departments as d irected 
or requested (and as financial and personnel resources permitted). This could 
include assistance in review or preparation of grant proposals, research on a 
contemporary policy issue, or any of a number of activities that skills of the County 
Planning Department could contribute to. 
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3. Provision of Technical Assistance Services to Local Governments 
I n  addition, it would provide expanded technical assistance services to local 
governmental units in support of actions to implement the County Plan. The 
County Planning Department would be permitted to offer these services on a fee 
or other basis pursuant to guidelines proposed by the County Planning 
Commission and approved by the County Board of Commissioners. 

4. Development and Maintenance of a Data Center 
A special responsibil ity of the County Planning Department in conjunction with 
other County departments, would be the continued development and maintenance 
of the Geographic Information System. A wide range of data sets would be 
gathered and maintained at both the County and local governmental levels. A 
special focus of data analysis activities should be monitoring land use change and 
related change indicators to provide an 'early warning system' on variables 
ind icating trends that are in confl ict with adopted County Plan policy, or which 
suggest a need to change policy in the Plan. 

I n  addition, a multi-year plan for the data center should be developed and annually 
updated, along with the necessary protocols and referencing mechanisms to 
ensure proper maintenance of the data and other library materials in  the data 
center. Receiving, storing and sharing data from the Michigan Resource Inventory 
Program and providing information and education services for the U.S.  Bureau of 
the Census would be special elements of the data center function. 

A special effort would be made to stay abreast of contemporary planning tools and 
techniques and related research efforts and to acquire, as usefu l ,  such information 
for the Departments l ibrary as will be helpfu l .  

5. Represent the County on Various Committees 
The County Planning Department would continue to represent the County on 
various committees {both inside and outside of the County). It would also provide 
staff support to ongoing County Planning committees related to solid waste and 
economic development. 

6. Zoning Administration 
The County Planning Department would continue to administer and enforce the 
County Zoning Ordinance. It would initially support efforts to update the zoning 
ordinance to be consistent with and a better tool to admin ister the County 
Comprehensive Plan. 

7. Soil Erosion Control 
The County Planning Department would continue to admin ister and enforce the 
soil erosion program in cooperation with other agencies concerned about 
protecting environmental qual ity in the County. 
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8. Preparing Various Special Plans 
The County Planning Department would continue to prepare and maintain the 
County Overall Economic Development Plan and the County Solid Waste 
Management Plan. Responsibil ity for other similar specialized plans may also be 
delegated to the County Planning Department. 

County Board of Commissioners Role 
As relates to planning and efforts to manage growth in the County, the primary 
responsibilities of the County Board of Commissioners include: 
1 .  Reconstitute the County Planning Commission. 
2. Appoint qual ified members of the County Planning Commission. 
3. Maintain a qual ified professional planning d irector and planning staff. 
4. Provide adequate financial support to the County Planning Commission and 

County Planning Department. 
5. Making decisions on County in itiated or financed infrastructure. 
6 .  Help with local government efforts consistent with the County Plan. 
7. Endorse the County Plan. 

Each of these responsibilities is described in more detail below. 

1. Reconstitute the County Planning Commission 
If the above proposal for the duties and responsibil ities of the County Planning 
Commission are accepted , then the first responsibility of the County Board of 
Commissioners wi l l  be to reconstitute the County Planning Commission. This will 
require amending the ordinance creating the original Planning Commission to 
include the duties and responsibil ities described above. If the 21 member Planning 
Commission option were preferred, then the County Board would need to get a 
statutory amendment to the County Planning Act to permit such a large 
commission. If the County Board were unwilling to increase the Commission size 
to 1 1, then it could still institute a representative appointment structure by requiring 
each County Planning Commissioner to represent 2-3 jurisdictions. 

2. Appoint Qualified Members of the County Planning Commission 
With the more expansive responsibil ities of the County Planning Commission 
described above, and the completion of a new County Plan, it will be very 
important to ensure that as new Planning Commissioners are appointed, that 
persons capable of representing both county-wide interests and their own 
jurisdiction be appointed. This could be phased in as existing Commissioner terms 
expire. A mechanism for local input by citizens and local government officials in 
each jurisdiction should be established to generate a list of qual ified candidates 
prior to making any appointments. 

3. Maintain a Qualified Professional Planning Director and Planning Staff 
The policies and action statements of the County Comprehensive Plan and the 
maintenance of the Geographic I nformation System and related data center will 
require the continued employment of a qualified professional planning director and 
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additional planning staff. A job description for the director requiring at a minimum 
either a master's degree in urban or regional planning, and certification as a 
professional community planner (Michigan) or via the American Institute of 
Certified Planners (AICP), or at least 5 years of professional experience as a 
planning d irector in an agency with comparable services would be maintained . 
This wi l l  help ensure the continued high quality professional service the County 
has grown to enjoy from its Planning Department. In addition, as County Planning 
Department staff responsibilities grow, so must the number of qual ified staff to 
meet those needs. 

4. Provide Adequate Financial Support to the County Planning 
Commission and County Planning Department 

As critical as maintaining trained and experienced staff is, the maintenance of an 
adequate budget to support the activities of the County Planning Commission and 
County Planning Department in support of the County Plan and technical 
assistance services is absolutely critical .  If the annual report and work program are 
prepared, as outlined earlier, it should be reasonably easy to accurately identify 
the necessary funding requirements. Opportunities will continue to open to provide 
maps, and other services on a fee basis. These should be explored as 
supplemental revenue resources, but not at the exclusion of completing other 
required responsibil ities. 

5. Making Decisions on County Initiated or Financed Infrastructure 

( 

With the adoption of the County Plan, and the revision of the current annual capital ( ·; improvements programming process to include local projects, it wil l be possible to 
make better informed decisions on future public facility and infrastructure issues. 
These decisions should be based on input from the County Planning Department, 
the County Planning Commission and the general public following new procedures 
yet to be established. 

6. Help With Local Government Efforts Consistent With the County Plan 
Consideration should be given to establishing a creative program of local financial 
support, and in-kind professional services to local governments who desire to 
modify/update local plans or development regulations to be in conformance with 
the County Plan. Professional services, maps and data from the County Planning 
Department could go a long way to helping local governments do the best possible 
job with local planning and zoning programs. This type of carrot (or even better, 
local financial support) will probably do more to speed plan implementation than 
any other single action. 

7. Endorse the County Plan 
It will be important for the County Board of Commissioners to endorse the County 
Comprehensive Plan, and thereafter approve any amendments to the County 
Plan. No other action will more graphically demonstrate continued County Board 
support for this important growth management tool. 
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