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Chapter One 
BENZIE COUNTY OPEN SPACE AND NATURAL 

RESOURCES 
 
Open space in Benzie County means undeveloped landscape. Where agriculture 
was once attempted or forests cut, the land is truly open and spacious. However, 
much of the Benzie County open space is forested, and there are a wide variety 
of forest types in the County. There are also many edges between forest and 
meadow and forest and stream or lake. These are often very important as wildlife 
habitat and places for recreation. 
 
Natural resources in Benzie County include surface and ground water, soil 
favorable for agricultural and forest crops, sand and gravel, oil and gas, plants 
and wildlife. Many of these resources are used as raw materials for various 
industries. Some are nonrenewable, such as oil, gas and gravel. There are also 
renewable resource activities in which the resource, such as plants and animals 
are harvested on an on-going basis. The natural resources of Benzie County are 
also used as the setting for businesses involved in recreation and tourism. 
 
Benzie County’s landscape is a combination of north woods plus orchards and 
fields. The north woods are pine, cedar, birch, poplar and maple growing on a 
backdrop of hills and valleys and clear lakes and streams. The clean air of the 
north woods brings a sparkle off the water and a fragrance from the pine and 
balsam poplar. 
 
Photo 1 - Orchards Typical of Benzie County. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Photo by Benzie County Citizen 
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Photo 2 - North woods character. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Photo by Benzie County Citizen 
 
The hills are both scenery and vantage points from which to view surrounding 
scenery. Distant views from hilltops showcase Lake Michigan, as well as high 
shoreline dunes, inland lakes and valleys.  
 
Driving in Benzie County is usually a scenic experience. In addition to the views 
of lakes and hills, there are roads bordered for miles by orchards or forest. The 
orchards are generally in the western part of the County where Lake Michigan 
helps produce a favorable microclimate. The forests are more dominant in the 
eastern part of the County on State-owned lands and large blocks of private land.  
 
The scenic county roads and State highways are the vantage point from which 
most people experience the character of Benzie County. This makes road 
corridors, the view from the road and development activity along the roads 
perhaps the most important factors in preserving Benzie County open space and 
character. 
 
Valleys and floodplains along the rivers are wider and flatter in the eastern part of 
the County than in the more hilly west. The large wetlands of eastern Benzie 
County help purify the Betsie and Platte Rivers and also provide habitat for 
wildlife.  
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Photo 3 - M-115 near Benzie County line. 
 

 
Photo by Planning & Zoning Center, Inc. 
 
The Benzie landscape is not all undeveloped. There are villages, small 
businesses and homes throughout the private lands of the County. Generally the 
settlements are located at crossroads or at important points and on lakeshores. 
While there are concentrations of homes in the villages and in a few subdivisions, 
many single family homes line country roads and lakeshores. Benzie County also 
has one city: Frankfort, located on Lake Michigan and Betsie Lake. 
 
WHAT KIND OF LAND TO PROTECT AND WHY 
 
Importance of Nature 
People have conflicting attitudes toward the land and the attraction to it. Society 
seems to have an ethic that favors utilitarian values in official decision making. 
Yet it is the non-utilitarian values of nature and beauty and restorative activity 
(recreation) that drives so many to live and travel to places such as Benzie 
County. Nature and natural beauty motivates nearly all our decision making 
related to our homes and recreation. We describe it as a quality of life response, 
but it is a response identified by psychologists as a basic human need for natural 
elements. Yet little has been done to insure that we have nature and natural 
beauty in our children’s and grandchildren’s lives in the future. A utilitarian world 
is being built and as a result, it is one that will be lacking in access to the natural 
resources upon which we thrive, unless communities take action to keep nature 
and open space a part of new development and the community in which they 
live. 
 
Commonly accepted development practices generally destroy nature and make 
important natural resources unavailable. Some of these commonly accepted 
practices that are destructive of nature include: 
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• Clearing all the land of a parcel even though only part of it will be developed. 
This stems from the desire to have nature, such as woods, nearby but not too 
close. It also makes it easier for construction equipment to navigate a 
development site if movement is unrestricted by remaining trees. Land 
clearing also provides an unobstructed view of the final development, which 
may be important to the owner. It also feels good to some who work in the 
construction field to have made a visible change, to make their mark, on the 
landscape (recreational bulldozing). Unfortunately one result of widespread 
clearing can be siltation of streams with loss of fish habitat, increased dust on 
neighboring properties, increased air temperatures which can be destructive 
of wildlife habitat, increased snow drifting, loss of birds, increased amounts 
and temperatures (important in areas with trout streams) of stormwater runoff, 
increased costs for communities to service properties, increased hydrocarbon 
emissions from maintenance equipment and loss of local landscape 
character. A cleared site can cost up to $2,000 per acre per year to maintain 
and the power equipment used releases about 7 to 13 pounds of hydrocarbon 
emissions (about the equivalent of driving one 1990 model car 40 miles a day 
for over eight months). (Source: EPA National Vehicle Emissions Fuel 
Laboratory) 

• Removing shrub and tree vegetation from lake and stream banks. People 
often do this to get a better view of the water but clearing can lead to 
increased sedimentation and nutrient pollution of the water body. It can also 
lead to increased water temperature in trout streams that previously were 
shaded. If the temperature rises too much, trout can no longer survive there. 
It also drastically alters the visual and natural appearance of lake shore and 
riverfront areas. 

• Planting vegetation not native or naturalized to the region. This is harmful in 
three ways. One, it makes the visual character of the landscape more like 
suburban and urban landscapes common elsewhere in the State, failing to 
reinforce north woods character. Second, non-native plants may not support 
local wildlife. Third, non-native plants may be more difficult to maintain, 
requiring extra water and pest control. 

• Subdividing a large parcel into evenly spaced building sites that puts all open 
space into yards. With thoughtful planning, a large parcel can be laid out to 
cluster building sites among large areas of open space. Many large property 
owners divide their property incrementally, selling off a lot of 5 to 20 acres 
every so often as supplementary income. There is a strong market for such 
properties. However, a landscape comprised of 5 to 20 acres developed lots 
can place severe strains on local government services, (it is expensive to 
provide police, fire, school bus service, road plowing and maintenance and 
other public services when people are widely scattered) diminish open space 
values and contribute to traffic accidents. It is more difficult for a the owner of 
a large property to plan for a cluster development in which lots of 2 to 5 acres 
are clustered on one access road but surrounded by large expanses of 
common open space than to sell lots along an existing public road. But the 
results can be highly beneficial to the sellers and the buyers and the 
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community. The seller captures the same development value (or more), the 
buyers get permanently protected open space and the community usually 
retains open space along key corridors. There is also a growing market for 
open space development. 

 
Viewsheds and Scenic Corridors 
A viewshed is the land and water area visible from a road. It is important to map 
this to know where to implement view-friendly development approaches and to 
obtain scenic easements and preserve open space. Along some forested 
segments of a road the land most in need of protection for scenic purposes may 
only be a few hundred feet wide. Where the landscape opens up, or the view is 
into a valley, the land of greatest scenic value may stretch thousands of feet from 
the road. Mapping a viewshed can be done by computer or by hand notation on a 
map while driving along the roads. Viewshed mapping was not done for this 
OS&NRP Plan but would be helpful. It requires a somewhat sophisticated 
computer and software that utilizes topographic information to determine what 
parts of the landscape are visible from roads or other important points. It can also 
determine from where in the landscape a proposed structure can be seen, such 
as a communication tower. As a lower cost substitute, citizens were asked to 
identify scenic corridors and important views (this is discussed in more detail 
later in this chapter). These are shown on Map 1. 
 
A scenic corridor is a road, river or trail along which the landscape has special 
beauty. The scenic corridor includes the landscape along either side of the road, 
river or trail. While what is considered beautiful may be subjective, a survey of 
many people who believe the landscape to be beautiful serves to validate a 
scenic designation. Benzie County citizens provided the information to suggest 
the scenic corridors on Maps 1, 3, 4 & 7.  
 
The primary scenic corridors are US 31, M-22, M-115, County 669, Reynolds 
Road, Indian Hill Road, Joyfield Road, Grace Road, Pioneer Road, Marshall 
Road, North Shore Drive, South Shore Drive and Mollineaux Road. Other roads 
also have scenic qualities but only those with multiple votes where listed and 
mapped as high risk due to traffic volume and development pressure. 
 
Map 1 shows the estimated extent of special views identified by Benzie citizens 
in an exercise in which they drew maps from memory of the most significant 
views, landmarks, scenery and places they would like to preserve. It should be 
obvious from the map that the western part of Benzie County, with its hills, inland 
lakes and views of Lake Michigan is considered the most highly scenic. 
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Photo 4 - One of many scenic views in Benzie County. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Photo by Benzie County Citizen 
 
Wildlife Habitat and Travel Corridors 
Many animals require large areas of vegetative cover and food sources to 
survive and reproduce. Some animals can survive and reproduce in areas where 
houses are built if there is still a lot of vegetation remaining. Others need little 
vegetation and others can tolerate no development.  
 
Generally, a landscape that is favorable to survival of a wide variety of animals 
includes forest, forest edges, meadows and wetlands. A mix of preserved open 
space and land on residential properties managed for wildlife can serve to foster 
a wide variety of wildlife.  
 
It is important that each of the landscape components: forest, forest edge, 
meadow and wetland be of large extent. It is not helpful if the landscape is so 
fragmented that forest, meadow and wetland are each only tiny plots. The 
appropriate habitat size of the larger blocks of forest, meadow and wetland is 
different for each species, but blocks ranging from the tens of acres to hundreds 
of acres should be provided for the greatest diversity of species. 
 
Many species travel long distances throughout the course of their daily or yearly 
cycle and need corridors of undeveloped landscape, such as streambanks, 
wetlands, floodplains, woods or forest edge. These travel corridors should be 
connected, over long distances. 
 
The Northwest Michigan Greenways Project, under the auspices of the 
Northwest Michigan Council of Governments, has mapped ecological corridors 
that reflect, in part, the need for wildlife corridors. See Map 2.  
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Map 1 - Primary scenic views in Benzie County as indicated by citizens. 
 

 
Graphic by Planning & Zoning Center, Inc. 2001 
 
Sensitive Environments 
These are landscapes that are especially vulnerable to development, such as 
wetlands, dunes and steep slopes. Many of the wetlands and steep slopes are 
forested. 
 
To the extent possible, sensitive environments should be set aside from 
development as open space. They are often interrelated and should be 
interconnected where feasible. Many of these sensitive environments are 
illustrated on Map 2. 
 
Much of western Benzie County contains steep slopes. See Map 3 for a map of 
areas with slopes of 15% or greater.  
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Map 2 - Benzie County Ecological Corridors 
 

 
Graphic by Planning & Zoning Center, Inc. 
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Map 3 - Benzie County Steep Slopes 
 

 
 
Graphic by Planning & Zoning Center, Inc. 
 
Natural Features  
Natural features are places in which the landscape has attributes that have 
special value to people. The following list, adapted from acquisition criteria used 
by the National Park Service, identifies the types of natural features valuable to 
protect: 
• An outstanding site that illustrates the characteristics of a land form or biotic 

area that is still widespread  
• A rare remnant natural landscape or biotic area of a type that was once 

widespread but is now vanishing due to human settlement and development  
• A land form or biotic area that has always been extremely uncommon in the 

region or nation  
• A site that possesses exceptional diversity of ecological components 

(species, communities, or habitats) or geological features (land forms, 
observable manifestations of geological processes)  

• A site that contains biotic species or communities whose natural distribution 
at that location makes them unusual (for example, a relatively large 
population at the limit of its range or an isolated population)  

• A site that harbors a concentrated population of a rare plant or animal 
species, particularly one officially recognized as threatened or endangered  

• A critical refuge that is necessary for the continued survival of a species  
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• A site that contains rare or unusually abundant fossil deposits 
• An area that has outstanding scenic qualities such as dramatic topographic 

features, unusual contrasts in land forms or vegetation, spectacular vistas, or 
other special landscape features  

• A site that is an invaluable ecological or geological benchmark due to an 
extensive and long-term record of research and scientific discovery.  

 
In addition, the Department of Natural Resources has mapped ecosystems in 
Benzie County as part of the Northern Lower Michigan Ecosystem Management 
Project (1999). This map shows the variety of ecosystems of Benzie County and 
indicates plants typical of those systems. Portions of those ecosystems may 
have special natural features worth protecting, except where development may 
have already altered the natural system. A copy of the map is available at the 
Benzie County Planning Department. Many of the areas are also depicted on 
Map 2. 
 
Threatened Species Communities 
Some of the landscapes of Benzie County contain rare plants and if the sites 
were developed, those rare plants could be lost. We should protect rare, 
threatened species to promote species diversity, enrich local quality of life and 
protect the gene pool of plants that may one day be found to have important 
benefits to mankind. 
 
For a list of special, rare and threatened species that may occur in Benzie 
County, categorized by Natural Features Inventory Land Type Association, see 
the Appendix G. The list contains plants and animals that have been observed in 
Benzie County and those associated with the ecosystems of Benzie County 
(Benzie County Ecosystems Map discussed above).  
 
Photo 5 - Dune Ecosystem Can Contain Threatened Species 
 

 
Photo by Benzie County Citizen 
Recreation Corridors 
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Some recreation activities, such as cross-country skiing, biking, walking, 
snowmobiling and horseback riding require trails. There are trails for these 
activities in Benzie County, such as the Betsie Valley Trail for non-motorized 
activities, snowmobile and equestrian trails.  
 
If recreation and tourism are to expand in Benzie County, there may be a need to 
expand trail opportunities beyond those that exist in 2002. This makes it 
important to protect interconnected open space as early as possible before 
acquisition becomes too expensive or potential trails are thwarted by 
development. 
 
Interconnected open space is undeveloped portions of large parcels that match 
across property lines. Thus, the open space of one property runs to the property 
line and seamlessly across to open space on the adjacent property. See Figure 
1. If a sufficient number of such open space connections are designated, 
opportunities for extensive trail development occur. Interconnected open space 
can also serve as wildlife corridors and makes a more pleasing view because of 
the large area involved. 
 
An organized effort should be made in each community to gain land owner 
agreement to connect open space. It helps to have computer mapping capacity 
to assist in this effort.  
 
Figure 1 - Interconnected Open Space is Important for Recreation 
 

 
 
Graphic by Planning & Zoning Center, Inc. 
 



 

Benzie County Open Space & Natural Resource Protection Plan 

12 

Map 4 shows the relationship of Benzie County trails to other open space or 
important scenic resources. There is a fairly good match between existing trails 
and already protected lands (mostly state-owned) but there is also a substantial 
length of the Betsie Valley Trail that follows important scenic routes and natural 
resource areas that are not yet protected. Further, there are few trails that 
showcase the scenic western part of the County south of Sleeping Bear Dunes 
National Lakeshore. The Betsie Valley Trail and Beach to Beach Trail (too small 
to show on the map) are exceptions. 
 
Map 4 - Benzie County Trails and Other Resource or Scenic Lands 
 

 
 
Graphic by Planning & Zoning Center, Inc. 2001 
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Important Cultural/Historic Structures and Places 
Cultural and historic structures and places are part of the identity of Benzie 
County. Some of these have been identified as landmarks in a survey of Benzie 
County citizens attending public meetings for this Plan (see discussion later in 
this chapter). The following is a list, adapted from the National Park Service, of 
types of cultural and historic structures and places that should be protected. 
• A site is associated with events that have made a significant contribution to 

and are identified with, or that outstandingly represent the broad patterns of 
Benzie County history  

• A resource that is importantly associated with the lives of persons significant 
in the history of the Benzie County 

• A resource that represents some great idea or ideal of the community  
• A resource that embodies distinguishing characteristics of an architectural 

type specimen, exceptionally valuable for study of a period, style, or method 
of construction, or represents a significant, distinctive, and exceptional entity 
whose components may lack individual distinction  

• A resource that composes an entity of exceptional historical or artistic 
significance, or outstandingly commemorates or illustrates a way of life or 
culture  

• A resource that has yielded or may be likely to yield information of major 
scientific importance by revealing new cultures, or by shedding light upon 
periods of occupation over large areas of the Benzie County region. 

 
The Role of Public Land 
Publicly owned land in Benzie County provides a large base of permanently 
protected undeveloped open space. Public land includes the federal, Sleeping 
Bear Dunes National Lakeshore, state-owned Pere Marquette State Forest, 
Betsie River State Game Area and Platte River Fish Hatchery, county and local 
parks. Countywide, there are about 10,000 acres in Federal ownership, 59,000 in 
State ownership and about 900 in County and local hands. 
 
An advantage of having large areas of publicly owned land is the long-term 
dedication to open space and natural resources use. Most, if not all, of this land 
can be expected to remain available for open space and natural resource use, 
such as forestry and recreation. 
 
State owned land is managed for multiple purposes, which serves a variety of 
users. These uses include the harvest of timber, hunting, motorized and non-
motorized trail use, oil and gas extraction, nature viewing and fishing. The 
National Lakeshore is used primarily for recreation, although there are a variety 
of types of recreation activities enjoyed in the National Lakeshore. 
 
The fragmentation into small parcels with multiple, private owners of land 
adjacent to public land often creates pressure to change the management goals 
of the public land. Owning next to State Forest is attractive to people wanting to 
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get away from urban living. Hundreds of five, ten and twenty acre lots adjacent to 
State Forest have been bought for both second and year around homes in 
Benzie County. It is a trend seen around the nation. The problem is that these 
land owners often do not like the uses for which the adjacent public lands are 
managed. One of these uses is timber harvesting, which can be noisy, dusty, and 
changes the appearance of the view from the private land. Private land owners 
may also object to some trail use and hunting. These private land owners can 
provide input into management plans for the public land and seek changes in 
use. 
 
The proximity of houses to public recreation land can substantially affect hunting 
in those lands. By law, no firearm may be discharged within 450’ of a building 30’ 
by 30’ or greater in size. Thus, all of the land open for hunting is not usable for 
hunting. See Figure 2.  
 
Figure 2 - No Firearm Discharge Zone 
 

 
 
Graphic by: Planning & Zoning Center, Inc. 
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There may be a negative relationship between publicly owned forest land and 
agricultural uses of private land. Deer that may use public land as part of their 
habitat can be a nuisance for farmers and orchard owners. Fortunately, most of 
the State Forest land is in the eastern half of the County and the federal park 
lands in the northwestern corner of the County and the agricultural land is 
primarily in the western half. 
 
Coordination with State and Federal Officials 
The Benzie County Planning Commission and local leaders will need to 
coordinate their open space and natural resource protection efforts with State 
and Federal agencies. This coordination is important, or should be conducted, 
because: 
• Local communities need to know the management plans for public lands so 

local protection efforts on adjacent and nearby lands can compliment rather 
than duplicate or contradict state and federal efforts 

• Wildlife habitat and travel corridor protection efforts should be coordinated 
with state and federal lands 

• Local communities should engage in preservation activities that the state and 
federal governments do not. For example, the State of Michigan is not 
actively trying to protect scenic resources in Benzie County. The Federal 
Government is not actively trying to protect agricultural resources in Benzie 
County for sustained food production. 

• Purchase of in-holdings surrounded by state and federal land can be assisted 
by local governments but generally local funds should be targeted for use in 
places where they can be greatly leveraged, or where state and federal funds 
are not available. 

 
Coordination with Land Conservancies and Local Conservation 
Organizations 
Similarly, it will be very important to coordinate open space and natural resources 
protection efforts with local land conservancies and local conservation 
organizations. Several key open space parcels, such as Railroad Point, Pearl 
Lake, Sagaser Nature Preserve, Trapp Farm and Upper Herring Lake nature 
Preserve in Benzie County have already been protected by the efforts of the 
Grand Traverse Regional Land Conservancy and it is likely future sites will 
similarly be protected. An example of a conservancy effort is the “McKinley 
property,” in which a conservation easement was purchased on a large farm 
while a few, key building lots were left for additional income for the original 
owners. Sportsman’s organizations, farm clubs and organizations such as the 
Farm Bureau, Michigan State Farm Association, MASA, the Horticulture Society 
and Conservation Districts have been active partners in these efforts in other 
parts of the state and should be cultivated as active partners in Benzie County as 
well. 
 



 

Benzie County Open Space & Natural Resource Protection Plan 

16 

It should be noted that conservancies, like the County, will have a limited 
capacity to purchase properties or development rights. Therefore it is very 
important that conservancies be an integral part of the process of selecting 
properties to protect. Coordination will make the efforts of both groups go much 
farther in protecting Benzie County natural resources and scenic character. 
 
Citizens and Visitors Believe North Woods Character is Important 
During the process of developing the 2020 Comprehensive Plan and this Open 
Space and Natural Resources Protection Plan it became obvious that protecting 
north woods character was an important goal. It is highly valued by Benzie 
citizens and visitors alike as part of the high quality of life in Benzie. It is also a 
key to the local economy.  
 
Starting in 1996 when the County and the Citizens for Positive Planning began a 
series of County-wide futuring sessions, the hills, forests, farms, orchards, rivers 
and lakes were frequently mentioned as vital characteristics of the County. This 
was followed by development of background reports for the Comprehensive 
Plan, and eventually the 2020 Comprehensive Plan itself. Led by the Citizens 
Advisory Committee and administered through the Benzie County Planning 
Commission and Planning Department, similar sentiments were expressed. In 
development of the background reports a series of committees comprised of 
interested citizens and local experts identified problems and opportunities for 
dealing with various cultural and natural resource topics. Several of these reports 
cited north woods character, agriculture and natural resources as part of the 
necessary fabric of life in the County. 
 
The OS&NRP Plan is based on a recommendation of the Benzie County 2020 
Comprehensive Plan.  
 
The Open Space and Natural Resources Protection Plan was developed under 
the supervision of the Benzie County Planning Commission. An advisory 
committee (Open Space and Natural Resources Protection Plan Committee) was 
appointed to provide guidance for the project and review of documents prepared. 
This committee was made up of County citizens with backgrounds, businesses or 
interests in agriculture, forestry, tourism, recreation and the environment. 
 
Public input was an important part of the development of the 2020 
Comprehensive Plan. Public meetings were held on each of the topics of the 
background reports (social and economic trends, agriculture, transportation, 
forestry and mineral resources, public lands and sensitive environments, public 
facilities and services, residential development, jobs and the built environment 
and recreation). Citizens were appointed to these committees and were charged 
with discussing the progress of the background reports with organizations and 
local jurisdictions to which they belonged. Each report was presented at a County 
Planning Commission meeting for public comment. The 2020 Comprehensive 
Plan went through a similar process, with multiple public meetings held 
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throughout its development. Copies of all drafts were sent to members of the 
Citizen Advisory Committee for comment. At various points comments were 
incorporated and at the end of the process the County Planning Commission 
adopted the 2020 Comprehensive Plan. 
 
This OS&NRP Plan also relies heavily on public input. In order to identify those 
open space resources that are important to the people of Benzie County, several 
approaches to gaining public input were used. These included a citizen map 
exercise and a citizen photography exercise. Persons who attended a series of 
public meetings were invited to mark up a map to show the most important views, 
scenic corridors, landmarks and favorite places to visit. There were 80 participant 
maps completed. The information from these exercises was compiled into a 
series of maps, Maps 2 to 5, that show important scenic resources to protect. 
 
There were many opportunities for public input. Meetings were held around the 
County, with both the general public and different target groups invited. See 
Photos 6 and 7. These target groups included persons with large land holdings 
used for agriculture, forestry, recreation or tourism and owners of land along the 
major road corridors. Television and print media reported on the meetings. 
Between a half dozen and 75 persons attended each of these meetings, of which 
nine were held. 
 
One of the primary purposes of the public meetings was to identify large land 
holdings used for the different resource purposes and seek information on the 
owner’s plans for the land in the future. The meetings were also an opportunity 
for landowners to learn about different land protection tools and to ask questions. 
Meeting participants also completed the citizen maps used to identify important 
scenic resources. 
 
Large landowners were given a survey to fill out regarding the land they owned 
and their intentions for it. A basic survey was used, but modified to fit each of the 
different categories of natural resource lands. See the Appendix for a sample 
survey form used for the agricultural land owners. Table 1 lists the key scenic 
resources identified by participants at the public meetings. 
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Photo 6 - Participants fill out a survey at a Public Meeting on Benzie County 
Open Space and Natural Resources. 
 

 
 
Photo by Planning & Zoning Center, Inc. 
 
 
Photo 7 - Participants at a Public Meeting on Benzie County Open Spaces 
and Natural Resources mark up a map. 
 

 
 
Photo by Planning & Zoning Center, Inc. 
 
Through the surveys, a mapping exercise and a request for photographs, Benzie 
County citizens identified important scenic, cultural and natural resources that 
they would like to protect. Sample questions are in the Appendix. By using these 
surveys and exercises, a clear picture of what resources were valued by Benzie 
citizens was obtained instead of using the opinions of outsiders. A description of 
those resources is the thrust of this chapter. 
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People were also given disposable cameras to take pictures of their favorite 
scenic sites around Benzie County. Several dozen citizens participated along 
with several who used their own cameras to take photographs. The photos were 
then separated into categories and assembled into an album about 8 inches 
thick. 
 
The landmarks listed in Map 5 were identified by Benzie County citizens. 
Landmarks are places or objects, natural or man-made that contribute to the 
identity and character of Benzie County. They are used by citizens in their daily 
lives and by visitors to find their way in the County and to help remember the 
experience. 
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Table 1 - List of Key Scenic Resources 
Identified by Public Meeting Participants 
 
The following lists are based on the results of the 
citizen map exercise and land owner surveys of 
different land owner groups. 
 
Place to take Visitors: 
Warren Hill view 
Sleeping Bear Dunes National Lakeshore (3) 
Inspiration Point Overlook 
Frankfort/Crystal Lake 
M-22 Scenic Highway 
Platte River (3) 
Forest two-tracks 
Fishing in Platte Bay (2) 
Lake Michigan Sailing 
Snow shoeing in forest 
Picking cherries 
Orchards 
Point Betsie 
Mouth of Platte River 
Crystal Mountain Resort 
Mollineaux Road and other parts of Crystal Lake shore 
Lake Ann area 
US 31 approaching Beulah from north 
Betsie River from White Road 
Betsie River (3) 
Arcadia Lookout 
Crystal Lake (3) 
Herring Lake 
Point Betsie 
Frankfort (2) 
Serenity Point 
Herring Lake 
Beulah Hill 
Horse Clubs 
Otter Creek Beach 
Lake Michigan 
Honor 
 
Most Scenic Corridors 
US 31 (40 votes)  
Joyfield Road (7) 
M-115 (21) 
M-22 (37) 
Crystal Lake shoreline roads 
N. Manistee City Line Road (2) 
Grace Road (8) 
Mick Road (4)  
669 (11) 
667 (2) 
664, 610 
Reynolds Road (4) 
Fowler Road (5) 
Mollineaux 
“Back Road to TC” (Homestead Road) (4) 
Paste Road near Honor 
Pioneer Road (3) 
W Valley Road 
Rockwell Road 
Marshall 
Aice Road 
Detner Road 
Woysz Road 
Betsie Valley Trail (2) 
Indian Hill Road (3) 
Graves Road 
Lobb Road 

Worden Road 
Highland Drive 
Crystal Drive 
Platte Lake Drive (2) 
Deadstream Road 
Sweet Lake Road 
Warren Road (2) 
Eden Hill Road (2) 
Champion Hill Road 
Pinecroft Road 
 
Areas Participant Would Save if They Could Buy It 
Between Crystal Lake and Lake Michigan 
Dry Hill Area (4) 
Elberta Lookout Area 
Betsie River shoreline and valley (3) 
North Central part of County 
Area surrounding Crystal Lake and two Platte Lakes (2) 
M-22 Corridor south of Elberta (2) 
Hills north of Crystal Lake (2) 
Valley between M-115 and Betsie River 
Sand Dunes along Lake Michigan (Elberta Bluffs) (2) 
Forest along Platte River (2) 
Lakes, forest and wetlands in Almira Township 
Area around Fred’s Landing 
Orchards (2) 
Herring Lake watershed 
Crystal Mountain 
Area parallel to M-22 and inland (orchard and farm 
areas) from south to north County lines (2) 
Warner Hills 
Area off Ole White Road south of 610 
Hills north and east of Honor 
Area between US 31 and Homestead Road 
 
Important Water Bodies 
Crystal Lake 
Betsie River 
Platte River 
Platte Lakes 
Herring Lakes 
Lake Ann 
Pearl Lake 
 
Major Landmarks 
Lake Michigan 
Ridge between Crystal Lake and Platte Lake (4) 
Lake Michigan Lookout (2) 
Putney Corners 
Crystal Mountain (4) 
Old Courthouse in Beulah 
Arch on top of hill on M-115 (2) 
Point Betsie (2) 
M-115 & US 31 Blinker (2) 
Serenity Point 
Frankfort Pier 
Crystal Lake outlet 
Cedar River Swamp 
Crystal Lake (2) 
Platte Lakes 
Platte River 
Fish Hatchery 
Betsie River at 669 
Mawby Hill 
Pearl Lake 
Betsie River 
Indian Hill (2) 
US 31 at County Lines 
M-115 at County Line 
Drive-In on US 31. 
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Map 5 – Benzie County Important Scenic Resources: Landmarks 
 

 
 
Graphic by Planning & Zoning Center, Inc. 2001 
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Photo 8 - A man-made landmark. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Photo by Benzie County Citizen 
 
Photo 9 - A natural landmark. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Photo by Benzie County Citizen 
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Photo 10 - Landmark at Turn in M-22 at West End of Crystal Lake 
 

 
Photo by Benzie County Citizen 
 
 
Photo 11 - Waterfront Landmark on Betsie Lake 
 

 
 
Photo by Benzie County Citizen 
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Existing Land Ownership Pattern  
Although all lands in Benzie County affect the character of the County, large 
parcels are especially important in defining and ultimately in protecting natural 
resources and open space. An unbuffered change in land use or a highly visible 
and extensive development on one large parcel can diminish the north woods 
character and resource value of a sizable area. 
 
An analysis of parcels about 30 acres or larger was performed by looking at 
County assessment records. The analysis of large parcels revealed the following 
(Also see Table 2): 
• There were just over 138,000 acres in large parcels in Benzie County in 2001. 

These are properties of 30 acres or larger. The total land area of the County 
is 217,280 acres. This means that 60% of the County land area is in large 
parcels and that 40% is in small parcels.  

• The State of Michigan is the largest owner of large parcels, with nearly 54,000 
acres of unimproved land and over 500 acres of improved large parcels. 
There are an additional 3,700 acres of State-owned agriculture in large 
parcels, for a total of about 58,000 acres of large parcels. 

• Federal land accounts for about 6,200 acres of improved, tax exempt large 
parcels and nearly 3,800 acres of unimproved, tax exempt large parcels. 

• The second largest general category of large parcels is classified as 
residential, with nearly 22,000 acres of improved residential land in parcels 30 
acres and larger. Residential unimproved land in large parcels accounts for 
over 17,000 acres. This means that there are opportunities to influence how 
17,000 acres of residential land is developed so that north woods character 
and natural resources can be protected by the owners of those properties. 
There may also be opportunities for protection on the 22,000 acres of 
improved residential large parcels through effective use of landscape 
materials. 

• Agriculture is the next largest general category with over 10,000 acres of 
large parcels in improved agriculture and nearly 7,000 acres of large parcels 
in vacant agriculture. 

• Forest lands include about 7,200 acres of large parcels in the timber cut-over 
class and just over 900 acres in unimproved Commercial Forest Reserve. 

• There has been a dramatic reduction in the size of parcels over time. Owners 
of large parcels have been steadily dividing them for several decades. This is 
evident by comparing plat maps twenty or more years apart. See Figure 3.  In 
many cases, these owners were farmers or forest owners seeking to 
supplement their income by selling off portions of their land for residential 
use. Few privately owned parcels are more than 160 acres in size and most 
are smaller (unlike much of the state and federal land which is in 400-600 
acre blocks).  
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Table 2 - Benzie County Acres in Large Parcels by Tax Class, 2001 
 

Tax Class Acres 
101 Improved Agriculture 10,448 
102 Vacant Agriculture 6,801 
103 State-Owned Agriculture 3,739 
201 Improved Commercial 2,188 
202 Vacant Commercial 460 
301 Improved Industrial 152 
401 Improved Residential 21,737 
402 Vacant Residential 17,439 
502 Timber Cut-Over 7,158 
701FED Federally-Owned Improved Tax 
Exempt 6,237 
701STA State-Owned Improved Tax 
Exempt 567 
701PRI Privately-Owned Improved Tax 
Exempt 322 
701OTH Other Owned Improved Tax 
Exempt (Schools, Local Governments, etc.) 693 
702FED Federally-Owned Unimproved 3,793 
702STA State-Owned Unimproved 53,739 
702CFR Unimproved Commercial Forest 
Reserve 914 
702CON Conservancy Owned 302 
702PRI Unimproved Privately Owned 1,328 
702OTH Other Owned Unimproved Tax 
Exempt (Schools, Local Governments, etc.) 282 
Total Acres in Large Parcels 138,296 

 
Source: Benzie County 
 
Table 3 lists the acreage of large parcels in each township and compares that to 
the total amount of land in each township. The percent of each township that is 
large parcels ranges from 27% in Crystal Lake Township to 92% in Weldon 
Township. Note that Almira Township is 42% large parcels and Platte Township 
is 56%. Table 3 also indicates how much of each township is tax exempt. Tax 
exempt large parcels range from 0% of Gilmore Township to 65% of Weldon 
Township. Tax exempt large parcels are 31% of Benzie County. 
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Figure 3 - Change in Parcel Size Over Time 
 

 
 
Graphic by Planning & Zoning Center, Inc. 
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Table 3 - Benzie County Large Parcels by Township, 2001 
 

Community 

Land in 
Large 

Parcels 
(approx 30 

or more 
acres) 

Area in Sq 
Miles 

Total Area 
in Acres 

Percent 
Area in 

Large 
Parcels 

Area of 
Tax 

Exempt 
Land 

(acres) 

Private 
Large 

Parcels 
(not tax 

exempt, in 
acres) 

Total Area 
not Tax 
Exempt 
(acres) 

Percent 
Area Tax 

Exempt 
(acres) 

Almira 
Township 9,567 36 23,040 42% 4,826 4,741 18,214 21% 

Benzonia 
Township 8,151 35 22,400 36% 903 7,248 21,497 4% 

Blaine 
Township 9,854 21 13,440 73% 158 9,696 13,282 1% 

Colfax 
Township 17,894 36 23,040 78% 10,675 7,219 12,365 46% 

Crystal Lake 
Township 3,436 20 12,800 27% 464 2,972 12,336 4% 

Gilmore 
Township 2,048 7 4,160 49% 0 2,048 4,160 0% 

Homestead 
Township 9,688 30 19,200 50% 4,190 5,498 15,010 22% 

Inland 
Township 15,011 36 23,040 65% 8,737 6,274 14,303 38% 

Joyfield 
Township 8,977 20 12,800 70% 120 8,857 12,680 1% 

Lake Township 11,359 28 17,920 63% 9,327 2,032 8,593 52% 

Platte Township 13,587 36 23,040 59% 14,114 -527 8,926 61% 

Weldon 
Township 20,578 35 22,400 92% 14,551 6,027 7,849 65% 

Total 130,150 340 217,280 60% 68,065 62,085 149,215 31% 
 
Source: Benzie County 
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Map 6 - Benzie County Large Parcels in Agriculture, Forestry and 
Conservancy, 2001 
 

 
 
Source: Planning & Zoning Center, Inc. from Benzie County Tax Class Maps, 2001 
 
 
Map 6 shows where large blocks of privately owned land are located that are 
contiguous (or nearly so). Map 6 shows blocks of parcels that are classified as 
agricultural and as forestry. It also includes tax-exempt conservancy lands to 
show how adding lands they own could build upon already protected lands to 
form blocks of protected land. State and federal lands are not shown on this map. 
This map represents the pool of private agriculture and forestry lands from which 
the County should seek willing sellers and donors of land or development rights 
in land. Additional lands should be sought for their scenic or ecological corridor 
values. See Map 1 and 2. 
 
While 31% of Benzie County is tax exempt large parcels, Map 6 shows that the 
location of those parcels does not go very far in protecting the Benzie County 
open space most commonly observed by County residents. Many of those 
parcels are located away from major travel corridors. The exception is the M-22 
corridor north from Frankfort to the Leelanau County line along which the 



 

Benzie County Open Space & Natural Resource Protection Plan 
 

29 

Sleeping Bear Dunes National Lakeshore provides considerable open space 
benefits. However, Benzie County open space and north woods character will not 
be protected until the land immediately adjacent to M-115, US 31 and key County 
roads are protected from conversion to another use. The location and extent of 
much of the Federal and State lands help protect wildlife and provide other 
natural resource benefits and as such are critical to the overall natural rural 
character of the County. 
 
Lands adjacent to major corridors are the most observed and hence are an 
important component of open space and natural resource protection. Under the 
assumption that at least 100 yards on either side of a corridor is important to the 
character of the landscape, then just over 5,000 acres are involved in protecting 
the north woods character of just the high-risk scenic corridors (about 70 miles of 
Benzie County roads). A portion of these are large parcels while many are 
smaller. A small portion of road-side parcels are State-owned while most are 
privately owned. These parcels include a variety of land uses and tax classes. 
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Map 7 shows that there is little protected land in the area of hills and lakes in the 
scenic western part of the County. 
 
Map 7 - Proximity of State and Federal Land to Important Scenic Corridors 
 

 
 
Graphic by Planning & Zoning Center, Inc., 2001 
 
Table 4 breaks down the large parcels by tax class: improved and vacant 
agriculture, forestry and tax exempt. Table 4 also displays the acres of forestry 
and agriculture that are contiguous. It is important to open space and resource 
protection efforts that lands be in large blocks and that individual parcels be 
contiguous or nearly so. These figures were derived from a visual inspection of 
the tax class maps. Noncontiguous acres of agriculture (about 2,600 acres) and 
forestry (over 600 acres) are not as extensive as contiguous agriculture (almost 
15,000 acres) and forestry (nearly 6,300 acres). 
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Table 4 - Acres of Large Blocks of Land in Agriculture, Forestry and Tax 
Exempt Uses in Benzie County, 2001 
 

Community 

Improved 
Agriculture 

(acres) 

Vacant 
Agriculture 

(acres) 

Total 
Agriculture 

(acres) 

Non-
Contiguous 
Agriculture 

(acres) 

Contiguous 
Agriculture 

(acres) 

Forestry 
(Timber 
Cutover 

acres) 

Non-
Contiguous 

Forestry 
(acres) 

Contiguous 
Forestry 

(acres) 

Tax Exempt, 
Other Public, 

CFR and 
Conservancy 

(acres) 

Almira 
Township 683 796 1,479 340 1,139 0 0 0 4,826 

Benzonia 
Township 1,058 1,084 2,142 399 1,743 0 0 0 903 

Blaine 
Township 2,251 1,724 3,975 348 3,627 4,281 119 4,162 158 

Colfax 
Township 40 0 40 40 0 178 178 0 10,675 

Crystal Lake 
Township 99 251 350 99 251 0 0 0 464 

Gilmore 
Township 626 230 856 0 856 0 0 0 0 

Homestead 
Township 279 182 461 86 375 383 161 222 4,190 

Inland 
Township 183 211 394 394 0 0 0 0 8,737 

Joyfield 
Township 3,480 1,637 5,117 0 5,117 1,385 40 1,345 120 

Lake Township 182 248 430 60 370 0 0 0 9,327 

Platte Township 1,024 601 1,625 193 1,432 686 129 557 14,114 

Weldon 
Township 563 84 647 647 0 0 0 0 14,551 

Total 10,468 7,048 17,516 2,606 14,910 6,913 627 6,286 68,065 

Total Private 
Large Lots in 
or near 
Contiguous 
Blocks and 
Shown on  
Map 6                 21,823 

Total Tax 
Exempt Large 
Lots                 68,065 

 
Source: Benzie County 
 
 
 


