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CHAPTER 2 
BENZIE COUNTY 2020 VISION: 

What Benzie County Residents Value 
 
Introduction 
Following is a vision statement that describes Benzie County, as residents at 4 
town meetings held in 1996 wanted it to be in the year 2020. The vision is 
organized into topic areas that separately focus on key elements of the County. 
What emerges when all sections are read together, is a complete image of 
Benzie County, as residents would like it to be in 2020 and beyond. The vision 
statement plus substantial additional research and deliberation by committees of 
County residents were the basis for goals, objectives and actions of this Plan to 
chart a path for achieving the vision. More detail on these can be found in the 
various Comprehensive Plan background reports.  
 
When reading this vision, it is necessary to mentally “transport” yourself into the 
future. Thus, there are references “back” to the 1990’s.  
 
21st Century Benzie County 
Benzie County residents, businesses and visitors have diverse needs, desires 
and dreams, and satisfying them is a big challenge for any community. Benzie 
County residents and businesses enjoy a rich quality of life and are reaping the 
benefits of commitments made years ago. Unfazed by the sprawl and loss of 
scenic and rural character occurring throughout the rest of the State, the alluring 
characteristics of towns and landscapes that initially attracted residents to the 
County have been maintained over time, or enhanced. 
 
Beginning in the late 1990s, proactive policies and initiatives, economic 
development plans and resource preservation plans were undertaken which went 
well beyond common practice in order to improve the quality of life and to retain, 
and attract people and business to the County. The results of this hard work are 
obvious to visitors and residents alike.  
 
Benzie County has become a true reflection of sustainability (meeting the needs 
of the present generation without compromising the ability of future generations 
to meet their own needs). Businesses, neighborhoods, parks, schools, local 
government and natural resources are healthy and self-sustaining in 2020. 
 
When asked about Benzie County, residents use terms like “beautiful,” “scenic,” 
“diverse,” “clean,” and “stimulating“. Residents are also quick to say that Benzie 
County is an outdoor sports paradise and a great place to raise families or retire. 
 
Scenic and Rural Character Preserved 
New growth and development has occurred in compact form and in locations that 
retain ample open space throughout the County, reinforcing the scenic visual 
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character rather than detracting from it. (The visual character of a community is 
set by the style, size and upkeep of its homes, businesses and civic places such 
as parks, stores, schools and government buildings. It is also set by the presence 
or absence of water and vegetation, hills and highways.) In Benzie County, large-
scale changes to the landscape (especially of vegetation, views, open spaces, 
and the water’s edge), have been minimized by encouraging thoughtfully 
designed and buffered new development, and redevelopment, into select 
locations. Locations that were unattractive or lacked scenic character in 2000 
have been improved by 2020. This philosophy has been applied to both 
residential and non-residential development. Existing and new development has 
been screened with buffer plantings in character with Northern Michigan. Parking 
lots, big buildings and outside storage areas can hardly be seen through thick 
vegetation. Signs are well designed to enhance commerce and directions without 
detracting from scenic views. 
 
Key to protecting and enhancing community character has been the conscious 
effort to deal thoughtfully with corridors. New developments have been designed 
to minimize conflicts on existing roads. A transportation system jointly serves the 
needs of pedestrians, cyclists, and automobile drivers safely and efficiently. Links 
were established between residential neighborhoods and commercial and 
industrial development to provide safe, attractive and low cost pedestrian and 
bike routes as an alternative to automobiles. 
 
Where the visual character, sounds, dust, smells and level of activity of 
commercial and industrial development would not be compatible with residential 
neighborhoods and important, scenic views, they are separated or buffered. 
Where commercial development can serve residential needs, it is encouraged to 
locate adjacent to residential neighborhoods, but with architectural design and 
layout that fits the character of the neighborhoods.  
 
City and Village Centers 
Benzie County citizens and officials long ago recognized that for a city or village 
to remain “alive”, it must be a vital place for citizens and businesses. Structures 
and places of historical and architectural significance have been renewed and 
serve as reinforcing elements of visual character. City and village sidewalks are 
lined with shops and full of people. Community events make these centers the 
place to be on a regular basis. Parks and streets lined with stately trees welcome 
visitors and residents alike, while public art is evident in all public spaces. There 
are no isolated, visually obtrusive strip or regional shopping malls. 
 
 
Diversity is Celebrated 
County leaders long ago recognized that accommodating a diversity of people 
and life styles was critical to the long-term vibrancy and strength of the County. 
They realized that variety in housing choices and living environments would 
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strengthen the County over time. As a result, a wide range of housing types, 
styles and locations are available to met the needs of the citizens in the County. 
 
Revitalized older neighborhoods have provided an affordable housing opportunity 
for families of various sizes and ages. This was in part due to significant 
reinvestment but also, to strict enforcement of the County building, housing and 
rental codes. Many of the County’s least expensive neighborhoods have become 
some of the most popular for first time homebuyers. New subdivisions have been 
located close to existing villages and have, through clustering and conservation 
principles, protected sensitive environments and natural scenery.  
 
Quality of Life - A County of Options and the Arts 
The County has long held recreation and education as important aspects of 
quality of life. The public and private school systems provide excellent 
educational opportunities. Students are well disciplined, computer literate and 
ready to pursue any endeavor. Citizens can continue higher education, obtain 
technical, job-related training and can take adult enrichment courses in a wide 
variety of subjects. Drugs and crime have never become serious problems. 
 
Benzie County has joined forces with the school districts to establish one of the 
most comprehensive regional recreation programs found in the State. The public 
schools provide ample indoor recreation opportunities during the winter months. 
Benzie County residents enjoy the National Lakeshore, local parks and the 
recreation opportunities of State lands and public access sites in all seasons. 
 
Canoeing, boating and use of the extensive trail system continue to be popular 
pastimes. Music, art and museum events in many civic and private facilities 
continue to provide entertainment for all generations of Benzie County citizens. 
 
Economic Development - A County of Opportunity 
The cities, villages, townships and County continue to work together on an 
aggressive economic development program aimed at retention, expansion and 
attraction of business and industry within the County. The primary objective is to 
create and maintain a healthy and growing economy in Benzie County. To 
appreciate the success of this initiative one need only to visit the County’s clean, 
unobtrusive and compact industrial districts, successful farms and productive 
forests.  
 
Strong community values and quality-of-life offered by communities within the 
County have been part of the attraction of new jobs to the County. By continually 
reinvesting in compact and efficient sewer and water systems, utilities and 
transportation, communities within the County have demonstrated the capacity to 
satisfy basic industry requirements on par with any community in Michigan. A 
marketing program, which proactively solicits business and industry, has also 
been a significant factor in the success of local economies. 
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Intergovernmental Cooperation/Coordination 
A shared set of policies structured around a common vision of the future serves 
as a framework for decision making between all Benzie County governmental 
entities. 
 
The common vision and set of policies recognizes the autonomy of each unit of 
government but also establishes a mechanism for dealing with issues of greater 
than local concern. Communities apply the dual principles of respect and 
cooperation on issues of mutual interest. Parochialism no longer prevents 
achievement of area-wide interests, and the uniqueness of each is celebrated. 
 
Coordination of costs, timetables, responsibilities and resources to continue 
upgrading the quality of life of the area are all included as an integral part of 
these cooperative policies. All county and local public services and facilities are 
coordinated, as are state and private services and facilities when appropriate to 
do so. 
 
While local land use decisions are guided by local zoning standards, issues of 
greater than local concern are subject to input from surrounding local 
governments before a final decision is made. Special ad hoc committees aid 
communication among local governments in this process and help ensure 
adequate public participation. These procedures have replace the conflict and 
controversy that used to surround decisions on issues of greater than local 
concern. 
 


