
 
THE BENZIE COUNTY BOARD OF COMMISSIONERS 

March 16, 2007 
 
The Benzie County Board of Commissioners met in a special meeting on Friday, March 16, 2007, 
at 9:00 a.m. in the Commissioners Room, Government Center, Beulah, Michigan, 49617. 
 
The meeting was called to order by Chairman Mark Roper. 
 
Present: Commissioners Damm, Kelley, Pitcher, Roper, Sandman, Smeltzer and Walterhouse 
Absent: None  
 
Agenda:    Motion by Pitcher, seconded by Walterhouse, to approve the agenda as printed.  Motion 
carried.  Ayes:  Damm, Kelley, Pitcher, Roper, Sandman, Smeltzer and Walterhouse   Nays:  None 
 
9:02 a.m.  Public Input 
Don Tanner states that he has been a Planning Commissioner for 16 years and we have made 
decisions based on recommendations of the public and they support most of it; I urge you to pass a 
resolution to have MSU do an evaluation of the planning functions; we need an outside independent 
analysis of the department; you need to fund and do the analysis and make a decision in a well 
thought-out fashion; the community is concerned of where you are headed; take a deep breath, stop, 
consider what you are doing. 
 
Cliff Graves says that the Planning Commission can speak on their own; you deserve recognition on 
the need for a full-time zoning administrator and thank you for allowing him to participate in that 
process.  I am happy with the choice in Craig.  He has forward vision and am glad to see him on 
board.  There are four things to talk about:  1) Craig is your employee – the zoning ordinance says 
that and we are satisfied with it.  2) Dave is well liked in the community and has the ability to do the 
job.  3) Planning Act says the Planning Commission may employ a planning director.  We want Dave 
to do the Planning – he is our guy.  4) Lack of communication – what about a current job description.  
Take each one of these and consider them.   Is it a demotion or not.  Get a job description done. 
 
Ann Bourne says she has been approached by a coalition of community members and there are 
townships who want to be under county zoning but when it was said that the Zoning Administrator 
would be the director of Planning and he has no planning background, Dave does.  He has earned a 
lot of respect and we want him to stay. 
 
Eric VanDussen asks how you can justify $56,500 for a Zoning Administrator with no experience; 
Mr. Neiger has been here over 16 year; should Dave be subordinate to someone with no experience – 
I think that is absurd. 
 
Deb Lindgren states that this is very confusing; the Conservation District has been doing permits and 
no one has made contact with them to let them know if they are done on March 31.  Who does that 
stuff; we assume we are done.  Dave needs to be his own boss and doesn’t need someone to look over 
his shoulder. 
 
9:22 a.m.  Public Input Closed 
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Dave Neiger presents his grievance and says on February 16 he was told by Chuck Clarke of the 
hiring of Craig and he assumed he would still be a department head; Mary Pitcher said they would be 
equal; a 3rd party told him he would be subordinate; Dave considers it as a demotion and no longer a 
department head; I am upset about the process and procedures; based upon certain assumptions with 
Acker and Chorley, it was illegal for him to overturn those permits.  You chose to overturn them and 
both of those were settled out of court.  Don Swartz issued those permits based on his interpretation 
of the zoning ordinance.  Townships were to pay a portion of the zoning office and Dave tried to 
move forward with that; temporary people were very part time, the department was understaffed and 
we told the contractors to call the commissioner with complaints.  There is a good chance that 
Homestead and Inland townships will be leaving county zoning and with that we will loose ½ to 1/3 
of the total fees – this also will reduce the work load, but fewer fees too.  Very concerned over the 
lack of communication to him from Chuck Clarke, Personnel Committee and this Board of 
Commissioners.  Who will investigate and how long will it take? 
 
Comm Kelley reads a letter he received from Bill Johnson:  he is concerned with county government 
and thought things would settle down with the new commission – that is not happening in planning 
and zoning.  We are losing confidence with the Board of Commissioners and we need to turn it 
around.  He asks to reestablish Dave the Planning Director. 
 
Comm Walterhouse presents a letter from Cathy Demitroff for the file. 
 
Comm Sandman says he is confused – do we have two department heads or just one?  Thought we 
had Dave Neiger as Planning and then hired a Zoning Administrator as separate. 
 
Comm Roper says yes, it is confusing; last month we talked about the amount of money involved and 
he would be over both departments.  Chuck and Dave talked – but don’t agree what was said.  We 
wanted to strictly make sure Dave was on board. 
 
Comm Damm says she voted to hire as a department head – not to demote – two department heads; 
she is very upset to have Craig be above Dave; Dave has the support of the community; Would like to 
have the evaluation of the department done and it would make the community feel better. 
 
Comm Roper says he would have had a hard time approving the salary if Craig wasn’t the department 
head. 
 
Comm Sandman says that would be soil erosion that made more sense and the department head.  Is 
he qualified for soil erosion?  Not at this time – he is scheduled for the test. 
 
Comm Roper says we have a contract with the Conservation District until March 31 – we need to 
extend the contract or let them know if they are done. 
 
Comm Smeltzer says that Dave has done a great job; he was also the Zoning Administrator to clear 
up matters.  I thought we decided and felt comfortable at Craig Seger would be in charge of the  
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department and Dave Neiger would be the planner; then I recall us considering how did Dave feel  
and it was said that Chuck Clarke has talked with Dave and was on target with it; it is easy to have 
miscommunications; the vote wasn’t confused and felt everyone knew; Craig Seger is not to do 
planning, but will oversee the department; think that we do need the analysis. 
 
Comm Pitcher says that was also her understanding; she wouldn’t have voted for the salary without 
the department head status. 
 
9:50 a.m.  Comm Pitcher excused 
 
Comm Roper asks a few questions of Dave:   

Ever felt demoted before?  No 
Responsibility taken away?  Yes 
Salary taken away?  No 

Dave says he knew what was going on before, the recycling was growing and went to its own 
department; didn’t feel bad about losing the work, but he could do other work better. 
Mark says we have been discussing getting a Zoning Administrator for some time – no doubt about 
that – to allow you to focus on planning.  You have made the comment that you had too much on 
your plate and couldn’t do zoning; we are trying to realign the department and need to get the 
Planning Commission back on board and the support they need. 
 
Dave Neiger says that what he asked for was not only personnel, but funding too.  By not adequately 
funding this department, in your eyes the department would fail and with adequate funding we 
wouldn’t need realignment. 
 
Comm Roper says we met with the townships and they knew they would help to support a whole 
department – Planning & Zoning. 
 
Comm Walterhouse says we all support the idea, all agreed with the hiring of Craig; it should be 
shared department head. 
 
Comm Kelley says it is rather incredible that we sit here and say we don’t understand; are you saying 
that you don’t know what you voted on; if you are changing you mind, say it; that is why people 
don’t trust us. 
 
Comm Damm says it was a clear misunderstanding. 
 
Comm Walterhouse says yes, I did change my mind. 
 
Motion by Damm, seconded by Roper, to have an evaluation done of options to most effectively 
provide Planning and Zoning services in the county thru MSU Extension, with an attempt to make 
cost and time at next month’s (April) meeting. 
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Motion by Smeltzer, seconded by Kelley, to amend pending receiving evaluation and 
recommendation and reassert that we have hired Craig Seger to be head of Planning and Zoning and 
to administer that function; retain Dave Neiger as Planning Director and he will be the Planner.  If 
Craig Seger does not become certified to administer soil erosion by March 31, we need to negotiate 
an extension with the Conservation District.  The entire status of Planning and Zoning will be 
considered after evaluation, revisit in June.  
 
Vote on amendment:  Roll call.  Motion denied.  Ayes:  Kelley, Smeltzer and Roper   Nays:  Damm, 
Sandman and Walterhouse   Exc:  Pitcher 
Vote on original motion:  Motion carried.  Ayes:  Damm, Kelley, Roper, Sandman, Smeltzer and 
Walterhouse   Nays:  None     Exc:  Pitcher 
 
Motion by Sandman, seconded by Walterhouse, to keep Craig Seger as Zoning department head and 
Dave Neiger as Planning Dept Head until we get an evaluation of the department.  Motion carried.  
Ayes:  Damm, Sandman, Smeltzer and Walterhouse   Nays:  Kelley and Roper  Exc:  Pitcher 
 
10:29 a.m.  Public Input 
Don Tanner, says thank you, this is a breath of fresh air; we will get the guys hired to work on this; 
should have gone this way to begin with.  This will result in perception of the commissioners 
spending money you don’t know about. 
 
Ann Bourne says thank you too, this is every important; remember that the Planning Commission 
does ordinances that come to you for final approval. 
 
Eric VanDussen says an evaluation is a great thing; after the evaluation they will conclude there 
should be two department heads.  Now I am beating a dead horse again – return to the practice of 
recoding your meetings.  Mr. Sandman’s confusion from last month could have been taken care of. 
 
Dave Neiger says thank you and asks if there will be a written decision on the grievance – Comm 
Roper says we will decide on Tuesday. 
 
Comm Roper asks Dave Neiger how did the grievance come about – the motion never demoted you. 
 
Dave says everyone told him. 
 
10:30 a.m.  Public Input Closed 
 
Motion by Sandman, seconded by Smeltzer, to adjourn the special meeting and reenter the finance 
meeting.  Motion carried.  Ayes:  Damm, Kelley, Roper, Sandman, Smeltzer and Walterhouse   Nays:  
None   Exc:  Pitcher 
 
 
Mark E. Roper – Chairman     Dawn Olney – County Clerk 
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INDEX 
 
 

1. Special meeting held for grievance of David Neiger, Planning Director. 
 

2. Authorized to have an evaluation done of  Planning and Zoning services in the county thru 
MSU Extension. 

 
3. Approved Craig Seger as Zoning department head and Dave Neiger as Planning Dept Head 

until we get an evaluation of the department 


