
Benzie County Master Plan:  
Priority Issues & Opportunities 

From March 2015 through January 2016, Networks Northwest staff worked with the Benzie County Master Plan 
Committee to obtain input from the public and specific stakeholders on a variety of community issues. Activities 
included: 
 
2014-2016 County Planning Commissioners and staff, local governments, transit, business, agriculture, 

hospital, and other community representatives met at multiple committee meetings to develop 
the survey, plan focus group meetings, and review survey results. 

April 2015 All local plans were reviewed in the 2000 County Master Plan & Local Plan Synopsis to identify 
priority community issues and local strategies.  

Summer 2015 Committee members developed and distributed a community-wide survey in summer 2015. 
Over 300 responses were received. 

September 2015  The Local Government Focus Group & Discussion: County Planning Commission Roles, 
Responsibilities, and Coordination focused on the history of Benzie County planning and zoning, 
statutory County roles, and county and local planning coordination. 

November 2015  The Economic Development Focus Group & Discussion attracted over 40 business, local 
government, and other community representatives to discuss business challenges and needs 
and share thoughts on how the County or local governments can support business growth. 

December 2015  The Housing Focus Group & Discussion provided information on housing needs and trends, 
solutions, and County and local government roles in housing strategies. 

January 2016  The Transportation Focus Group & Discussion shared information on County transportation 
services, challenges, needs, and opportunities for solutions and partnerships. 

 
Input and analysis from these activities is summarized below for the Planning Commission’s/Committee’s consideration 
regarding specific information, issues and opportunities to address in-depth in the Master Plan and strategies to explore 
around priority issues. Additionally, the information provided below is proposed to be used as follows in the 
development of Master Plan content and goals:  
 

 For issues that attracted strong interest or support in surveys or discussion, but that were not substantially 

addressed in  local master plans, the Master Plan will address potential local roles around the issue (i.e. zoning 

approaches), as well as potential county opportunities to engage in activities including: 

o Convening local governments for collaborative action 

o Participating in collaborative efforts with local governments and nonprofits 

o Encouraging consistent planning and zoning across local boundaries 

o Coordinating and hosting educational workshops on priority issues for local governments 

 Where priority issues are being addressed by local plans, ordinances, or other initiatives, existing local 

approaches will be identified and reviewed as best practices or case studies. 

 Where issues require or allow direct county engagement or leadership, specific county actions will be identified 

as potential goals. 

 
  



Housing 
Like the Northwest Michigan region as a whole, Benzie County is experiencing changes in housing demand and shortages 

of a range of housing choices —particularly rentals—that are impacting businesses, schools, and community vitality. 

Small homes (under 1,000 square feet), rentals, or multi-family housing units consistent with single-family 

development—otherwise known as the “missing middle”—are all becoming more important in meeting the needs of the 

workforce, an aging population, small households, young professionals, and families. Without them, employers struggle 

to hire qualified new workers, including professional staff; and schools lose out on new students. Meanwhile, few 

developers region-wide have the experience or financing options needed to build these new housing types.  Yet, housing 

needs as such were not addressed in the 2000 Master Plan, and there was little in-depth discussion of these issues in 

local plans. 

 Affordable and workforce housing was identified as an important need in the November 2015 business focus 

group, and was also emphasized in the 2015 survey, with 80% of survey respondents noting that it is important 

to provide for more affordable housing opportunities. Comments and concerns expressed in focus groups, 

committee discussions, and survey results include: 

o Young people, professionals, and families struggle to find housing they can afford.  

o Many employers report shortages of housing for their seasonal workforce.  

o Seasonal residential development makes up the bulk of new housing construction; concerns exist that 

new “affordable” or “workforce” housing will be purchased, rented, or used for seasonal residents or 

visitors.  

 Blighted and substandard housing stock are priority issues for survey respondents, as is the preservation and 

maintenance of existing housing stock.   

 The 2015 survey showed support for strategies relative to various types of “missing middle” housing options, 

including rentals, smaller homes, and multi-family housing.  

 Survey results showed general support for single-family housing development – depending on its location. More 

survey respondents (72%) expressed support for providing for additional single family housing in cities and 

villages, compared to those who felt that it was important to provide for additional single family homes in rural 

areas or subdivisions (54%).  

 Focus group comments indicated that limited infrastructure is a primary barrier in developing higher-density 

housing in key areas.  

Proposed Master Plan Content/Analysis 

Issues and questions raised in surveys, focus groups, and committee discussions show a strong community interest in 

and need for housing, but the issue of housing is not substantially addressed in local master plans, and the County lacks 

a cohesive approach to the issue. As such, the Master Plan is proposed to: 

 Identify housing needs and demands 

 Recognize local zoning roles relative to housing type, density, etc 

 Discuss potential county roles/tools (Land Bank Authority, brownfield incentives, etc) 

 Reference ongoing/existing plans, studies, strategies, and initiatives  

 Identify potential county opportunities to engage in activities including: 

o Convening local governments for collaborative action 

o Participating in collaborative efforts with local governments and nonprofits 

o Encouraging consistent planning and zoning across local boundaries 

o Coordinating and hosting educational workshops for local governments  



Transportation 
Transportation issues in the 2000 Master Plan were focused on road maintenance, road conditions, by-passes, and 

scenic highways. Local plans and survey responses supported the focus on road maintenance and road conditions, but 

other transportation issues, including transit, Complete Streets, and trails were also raised in local discussions and 

survey results. 

 Complete Streets were identified by the County Planning Commission as a priority to address in the Master Plan 

update; and some local plans addressed Complete Streets.  

 Local master plans, 2015 survey results, and a January 2016 focus group discussion show a consensus around 

road maintenance as a top transportation priority. Nearly all survey respondents supported the concept of 

maintaining and improving existing roads. Additionally, much of the January discussion focused on road 

maintenance issues, including: 

o The impact of poor road condition on vehicular and pedestrian safety 

o Road funding and legislative inaction around transportation improvements 

o The need for state/legislative funding solutions 

 Non-motorized trails are an important county priority, addressed both in local plans and in survey results that 

showed support for improving or expand connections both between trail systems and local amenities (81%) and 

non-motorized trails in general (80%).  

 Transit was not addressed in many local plans, but survey results showed support (73%) for enhanced transit 

options, and discussion identified a number of transit-related concerns and opportunities, including: 

o Improved connections to transit for employers/employees  

o Needs for more timely transit to work/better service hours 

o Assistance for seniors and other populations 

o Needs and opportunities for cross-county/regional transit service 

Proposed Master Plan Content/Analysis 

The nature of transportation infrastructure warrants County leadership in identifying and participating in solutions. In 

response to issues and questions raised in surveys, focus groups, and committee discussions, proposed content will: 

 Introduce Complete Streets and identify local roles in creating them 

 Review and summarize the County’s transportation improvement plans and identify county road funding issues  

 Identify barriers to use of transit and opportunities to enhance it  

 Identify priority pedestrian improvements and trail connections/improvements/expansions 

 Identify additional transportation opportunities/goals 

 Identify potential county opportunities to engage in activities including: 

o Convening local governments for collaborative action 

o Participating in collaborative efforts with local governments and nonprofits 

o Encouraging consistent planning and zoning across local boundaries 

o Coordinating and hosting educational workshops on transportation issues for local governments 

 

 

  



Economic Development 
Economic development priorities in 2000 focused on growing existing businesses and ensuring adequate infrastructure 

for new business. Survey respondents, focus group participants, and local plans, however, emphasized new approaches 

to economic development that focus more on creating and supporting an entrepreneurial environment, attracting 

talent, and placemaking that capitalizes on the County’s natural resources and unique community. 

 Focus group and survey participants indicate that high-speed Internet is an important economic development 

priority for County residents and businesses.  

 Benzie County and Northwest Michigan are currently experiencing a skilled labor shortage; and much of the 

discussion around economic development has focused on the need to develop, attract, and retain a skilled 

workforce.  Business focus group comments around workforce issues include: 

o Challenges are particularly severe in finding and retaining seasonal workers. 

o Survey responses and focus group comments indicate that quality of life and place are important factors 

in attracting and retaining skilled workers, and that improvements to community or public spaces that 

enhance quality of life are important economic development strategies.  

o Housing shortages impact the ability of businesses to recruit and maintain a workforce. 

 Infrastructure development is an important priority. Majorities of survey respondents expressed support for 

strategies that would provide for additional sewer and water infrastructure to support business development  

and expand access to natural gas and electric.  Focus group comments also reflected a strong interest in 

infrastructure (both sewer/water and hi-tech communications), and concerns that a lack of sewer/water/natural 

gas infrastructure are barriers to business development. 

 Surveys and focus groups indicated that the “quality of place” is an important factor in attracting and retaining 

business and workers.  

 The business focus group emphasized the importance of governmental or regulatory roles in economic 

development.  Concerns included: 

o Many local regulations are daunting, time-consuming, and limit new types of investment/development. 

o Taxes are burdens on business owners. 

o Inconsistent regulations force businesses or developers to “start from scratch” in every community. 

o A lack of economic development staff or capacity to act as liaison between potential  

investors/businesses and communities means that some new businesses lack the support needed to 

relocate or expand in Benzie County. 

o Rules should focus on what we “do want” vs what we “don’t want.” 

 Local plans and focus group participants indicate that activities should focus on cottage industries and 

entrepreneurial activity– in contrast to economic development priorities in 2000, which focused on growing 

existing businesses and ensuring adequate infrastructure for new business.  

Proposed Master Plan Content/Analysis 

County leadership around economic development is important in ensuring a cohesive approach to business growth and 

economic development. To determine the most appropriate County and local roles around economic development, 

proposed Master Plan content will: 

 Discuss county and local roles and opportunities around economic development and workforce development 

 Identify opportunities for high-tech infrastructure/sewer/water/electric improvements 

 Identify additional placemaking opportunities/goals 

 Identify potential county opportunities to engage in activities including: 

o Convening local governments for collaborative action 



o Participating in collaborative efforts with local governments and nonprofits 

o Encouraging consistent planning and zoning across local boundaries 

o Coordinating and hosting educational workshops on economic development for local governments 

 

  



Food and Farming 
Agriculture was a high priority in the 2000 County master Plan, with a focus in the 2000 Master Plan was on 

development pressure, ag/residential conflicts, and farmland preservation. However, but local plans now also emphasize 

the agricultural business environment, including a growing interest and demand for local food that is creating new 

business opportunities as farmers and food producers innovate and diversify, creating new job opportunities and 

expanding markets.  

 Agriculture and the agricultural economy were ranked as the third-highest priority community issue in the 2015 

survey. Survey responses expressed a strong consensus around a variety of agricultural strategies, with an 

emphasis on building and supporting local or regional food economies (93%) and enhancing the business 

environment for agriculture (91%). This strategy was also included in over half of local master plans.  

  Preserving and protecting farmland was an important priority both in the 2000 Master Plan and in the 2015 

community survey. Additionally, two-thirds (62%) of local plans addressed farmland preservation. 

 Conflicts between ag land and residential development were a focus of the 2000 Master Plan; and 88% of survey 

respondents supported indicated that it is important to address those conflicts. However, only four local plans 

identified goals relating to agricultural/residential conflict.  

Proposed Master Plan Approach 

Benzie County is home to a number of strong local initiatives and comprehensive planning approaches to food and 

farming. Proposed Master Plan content will build on planning and implementation initiatives around the agricultural 

economy, and its connection to economic development, by providing information that will:   

 Identify farming exports and agricultural assets (i.e. farmland) 

 Discuss farmland preservation options and approaches 

 Identify local initiatives around agricultural economy 

 Identify additional food and farming opportunities/goals 

 Identify potential county opportunities to engage in activities including: 

o Convening local governments for collaborative action 

o Participating in collaborative efforts with local governments and nonprofits 

o Encouraging consistent planning and zoning across local boundaries 

o Coordinating and hosting educational workshops for local governments 

 

 

  



Intergovernmental Cooperation and Planning Roles 
The 2000 Master Plan emphasized the importance of intergovernmental cooperation. Given changes to the County 
Planning Commission since 2000, intergovernmental cooperation and planning roles have grown in relevance. Focus 
groups and survey responses show strong support for coordinated intergovernmental initiatives and for various County 
Planning Commission roles around intergovernmental cooperation.  
 

 Multiple communities have partnered together to develop coordinated master plans, and, in some cases, joint 

master plans: Colfax Township, Weldon Township, and the Village of Thompsonville have developed a joint 

master plan, as have Homestead and Inland Townships; Benzonia and Platte Townships have created the West 

Benzie Joint Planning Commission; and Joyfield, Gilmore, Blaine, and Crystal Lake Townships, together with the 

Village of Honor and communities in Manistee County, have worked together through the Lakes to Land 

initiative to develop a coordinated approach to planning, recreation, and zoning in their communities.   

 Strong majorities of survey respondents supported potential County Planning Commission activities relative to:  

o Planning and development of infrastructure ( 84% support)  

o Convening local governments to discuss and collaborate on priority issues (79%) 

o Participating in collaborative efforts with local governments and nonprofits (i.e. to conduct county-wide 

studies or plans, purchase land for open space preservation, etc) (79%).  

o Encouraging consistent planning and zoning across local boundaries (77%) 

o Regional economic collaboration and planning (72%);  

o Coordinating and hosting educational workshops on priority issues for local governments (70%).  

 Participants of the local government focus group/discussion emphasized the importance of trust, transparency, 

and working relationships between County and local governments, as well as interest in how the County can 

support local initiatives as a resource.  

 Survey responses also supported collaborative initiatives including sharing village, city, township, county, and 

regional staff or resources (89%); participation in collaborative initiatives around county-wide issues (87%); and 

participation in joint planning and zoning initiatives (85%).  

 Comments at the economic development focus group identified difficulties in working with multiple 

communities/ordinances, as well as support for approaches to permitting and zoning that are consistent or 

coordinated across local boundaries. 

Proposed Master Plan Approach 

A key focus of the Master Plan update process related to County planning roles and engagement in local planning issues. 

In response to issues and questions raised in surveys, focus groups, and committee discussions, proposed content will: 

 Discuss county Planning Commission roles, statutory authority, and potential activities 

 Identify various local models of intergovernmental cooperation as best practices/case studies 

 Identify additional intergovernmental cooperation/coordination goals 

 Identify potential county opportunities to engage in activities including: 

o Convening local governments for collaborative action 

o Participating in collaborative efforts with local governments and nonprofits 

o Encouraging consistent planning and zoning across local boundaries 

o Coordinating and hosting educational workshops on priority issues for local governments 

 

  



Natural Resources 
The preservation of natural resources was a high priority of the 2000 Master Plan, and remains a priority County-wide. 
Surveys and local plans emphasize the importance of Benzie County’s natural resources to its economy and quality of 
life.  

 The preservation, protection, and enhancement of natural resources was ranked as the highest priority 

community issue in the 2015 survey;  and was addressed in 100% of local plans, with detailed goals and 

objectives around sensitive environments in 85% of plans.  

 Water quality appeared to be the highest priority relative to natural resource protection in the 2015 survey. It 

was also included as a goal in 92% of local plans, and in many cases was addressed with extensive goals and 

objectives, including watershed management, stormwater considerations, and pollutants/erosion impacts, as 

well as issues that were not addressed in the 2000 Master Plan, such as shoreline considerations and greenbelts. 

 Other important natural resources strategies identified by the survey include preserving and enhancing 

shoreline areas (94%), limiting development in sensitive natural areas (93%), improving stormwater 

management infrastructure and techniques (93%), and preserving open space through land purchases or 

easements (88%).  

 Wind energy/wind towers are a natural resource issue that has been a charged topic of discussion within Benzie 

County. At the beginning of the update process, the Committee took the position that wind towers would not be 

a point of discussion in Master Plan input activities due to the fact that the County plays no role in approving or 

siting wind towers; and that any authority over wind towers lies with the State or with local zoning ordinances.  

 Similarly, the Committee agreed that because authority over mining issues and mineral extraction – which were 

addressed in the 2000 County Master Plan – and other energy-related issues lies largely outside of the County, 

issues like mineral extraction would not be a point of discussion. Additionally, no local plans addressed these 

issues, likely due in part to limited extraction or mining activity in Benzie County in recent years and to limited 

local or County roles in these issues.  

 Forestry was also highlighted as an issue in 2000; but fewer than half of local plans included forestry-specific 

goals and objectives, particularly in relation to the issues highlighted in 2000, such as fragmentation and forest 

diversity. 

Proposed Master Plan Approach 

Benzie County is home to a number of strong local initiatives and comprehensive planning approaches to natural 

resources. Proposed Master Plan content will build on planning and implementation initiatives around natural resources 

and: 

 Discuss role of natural resources in economy and quality of life 

 Identify primary natural resource assets and issues 

 Identify local initiatives around natural resource preservation 

 Identify opportunities to support or enhance local initiatives 

 Identify additional natural resource opportunities/goals 

 Identify potential county opportunities to engage in activities including: 

o Convening local governments for collaborative action 

o Participating in collaborative efforts with local governments and nonprofits 

o Encouraging consistent planning and zoning across local boundaries 

o Coordinating and hosting educational workshops on natural resource issues for local governments 

 IF wind towers are included as a topic, content will ONLY address historical, factual information and current local 

approaches; while emphasizing that the County has no authority or jurisdiction over wind towers. The plan will 

NOT include recommendations relative to wind towers.  



Placemaking 
Placemaking refers to community improvement strategies and initiatives that result in vibrant, safe, and friendly places 

that are cherished by both residents and visitors. It builds on a community’s unique assets – including its history, natural 

resources, or public spaces and buildings. It prioritizes the “livability” and vibrancy of a place, which depend on factors 

like walkability, social events, entertainment options, gathering spaces, and the unique character or sense of place 

created by historic buildings, natural resources, or scenic vistas.  

 Placemaking and a placemaking inventory were identified by the County Planning Commission as priorities to 

include in the Master Plan update. 

 Survey comments, committee discussion, and the November 2015 economic development discussion identified 

Benzie County’s unique character as one of its most important assets, and also ranked placemaking as an 

important economic development strategy. 

 In Benzie County, residents and stakeholders have expressed near-universal support for the preservation of 

scenic character in local plans, surveys, and the 2000 County plan; and components of scenic character, 

including open space preservation, design and signage guidelines, and hilltop and ridgeline development 

guidance were addressed in local plans and supported by survey respondents.  Placemaking efforts are thus 

likely to focus in part on the preservation of scenic and rural character, via strategies identified by local plans 

and survey results.  

 Survey results showed strong support for dark skies and dark sky provisions, which can be considered a 

component of the County’s scenic or rural character; but only 6 local plans addressed them.  

 A key component of placemaking involves a focus on appropriately-located development and designed 

development; and local 77% of plans specify that new residential development should be located in proximity to 

existing public services and facilities. 

Proposed Master Plan Content/Analysis  

The County Planning Commission identified placemaking as an important priority, which has been borne out by surveys, 

focus groups, and committee discussions; but “placemaking” is a nebulous term that is often poorly or only partially 

understood in the context of local needs or potential action. As such, the Master Plan is proposed to: 

 Define “placemaking” and Benzie County’s placemaking assets (natural resources, scenic views, arts/cultural 

facilities, recreation facilities, etc) 

 Create a generalized placemaking inventory 

 Identify local zoning roles relative to placemaking (design guidelines, dark sky provisions, etc) 

 Identify local placemaking initiatives as best practices/case studies 

 Identify additional placemaking opportunities/goals 

 Identify potential county opportunities to engage in activities including: 

o Convening local governments for collaborative action 

o Participating in collaborative placemaking efforts with local governments and nonprofits 

o Encouraging consistent planning and zoning across local boundaries 

o Coordinating and hosting educational workshops for local governments 

 

Infrastructure 
Business and industry need access to affordable, reliable, efficient infrastructure to produce and distribute goods and 



services. Adequate access to roads, energy sources, sewer, municipal water, and other services that support the 
operations, expansion, and improvement of business must also be paired with technology-based infrastructure: 
telecommunications and high-speed internet are critical in today’s business operations. 

 Lack of sewer/water/natural gas/electric  infrastructure were identified as barriers to business and housing 

development by focus group participants; and survey respondents expressed support for additional sewer and 

water infrastructure to support business development 

 Lack of affordable high speed internet/broadband was an important issue for both survey respondents and 

focus group participants.  

 

Proposed Master Plan Approach 

County leadership is critical in infrastructure development or enhancement. As such, in response to issues and questions 

raised in surveys, focus groups, and committee discussions, proposed content will: 

 Discuss role of infrastructure in economic development and quality of life 

 Identify gaps in infrastructure 

 Discuss potential County roles around infrastructure development or enhancement 

 Identify specific County goals and actions for infrastructure 

 Identify potential county opportunities to engage in activities including: 

o Convening local governments for collaborative action 

o Participating in collaborative efforts with local governments and nonprofits 

o Encouraging consistent planning and zoning across local boundaries 

o Coordinating and hosting educational workshops on infrastructure  issues for local governments 

 

 


