
 
Benzie County’s landscape has north-woods character. 
It is a unique combination of pine, cedar, birch, poplar 
and maple trees plus orchards, fields, hills, 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. 
 
Benzie County citizens and officials believe this 
character is so important to the economy of the County 
and well being of its citizens that they made open 
space and natural resource preservation a major goal of 
the Benzie County 2020 Comprehensive Plan.  
 
However, without a serious effort by local 
governments and individual citizens, Benzie County’s 
north woods landscape character will be lost. It is 
changing rapidly and is at the threshold of converting 
into a suburban landscape that is more typical of 
sprawling cities than of the visual, recreational and 
quality of life paradise that is Benzie County. 
 
The threats that are causing the swift change include 
the rapid, piecemeal development of the major scenic 
corridors and back roads, comparatively low prices for 
agricultural and forest lands, including view properties, 
visible ridge-top development, commercial zoning on 
US 31 and rapid population growth in some areas (up  

 
to 100% in ten years). In fact, Benzie County’s 
population grew by 31% from 1990-2000, the 4th 
fastest in Michigan. 
 
To further guide preservation of the landscape that 
defines the character of Benzie County, an Open Space 
and Natural Resources Protection Plan (Open Space 
Plan) was prepared. The plan sets forth priorities and 
strategies to protect important open spaces and natural 
resources in Benzie County. This bulletin is a summary 
of the Open Space Plan. 
 
Map 1 shows important views in Benzie County. These 
are scenes that Benzie County Citizens cherish and feel 
should be preserved so that the memorable Benzie 
County landscape can be enjoyed by present and future 
generations. 
 
Map 2 shows ecological corridors that should be 
preserved in as natural a state as possible to help 
support hunting, fishing and nature watching. These 
corridors also serve as near-wilderness scenery for 
hikers, cross-country skiers, snowmobilers, canoers 
and other nature lovers who help support the Benzie 
County economy. 
 
 

 

 

SUMMARY 

BENZIE COUNTY 
OPEN SPACE AND 

NATURAL 
RESOURCES 

PROTECTION PLAN 

Natural resources in Benzie County include 
surface and ground water, soil favorable for 
farming and forestry, sand and gravel, oil and 
gas, native plants and wildlife. Many of these 
resources are used as raw materials for local 
industries and as the setting for businesses 
involved in recreation and tourism. 

Open space in Benzie County means 
undeveloped landscape: forests, meadows, 
wetlands, farms, orchards, streams, lakes and 
dunes. These are often very important as 
wildlife habitat and places for recreation. 
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Steep slopes, hillsides and hilltops are among the most 
popular places to build, but are among the most 
hazardous for the environment and scenic quality of 
the County. 
 

 

 
Steep slopes are difficult to develop without clearing 
large areas, placing intrusive buildings on scenic views 
and causing soil erosion that pollutes popular fishing 
streams and rivers. 
 

 
 
Map 2. Ecological Corridors 
 
These are river floodplains, wetlands and other habitat 
areas that can serve to support wildlife populations for 
nature study, photography and hunting. These 
corridors were mapped by the Northwest Michigan 
Council of Governments. 
Graphic by Planning & Zoning Center, Inc. 

 
 
Map 3. Benzie County Steep Slopes 
 
These are areas within the County that have slopes of 
15% or greater. Development of such slopes can 
cause damage to water quality due to soil erosion, 
loss of forest scenery and wildlife habitat. 
 
Graphic by Planning & Zoning Center, Inc. 

 

 
 

Map 1. Important Benzie 
County Scenic Views and 
Landmarks 
 
These are locations that 
Benzie County citizens 
identified. 
 
Graphic by Planning & Zoning 
Center, Inc. 
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HOW THE OPEN SPACE PLAN WORKS 
The Open Space Plan identifies the types of lands that 
are important to protect and the tools Benzie County 
citizens, governments and organizations can use to 
protect them. Protecting Benzie County landscape 
character will require a combination of approaches. 
Not any one will work in all places in Benzie County. 
The Plan suggests that some of the most important 
open space and natural resource lands be purchased if 
the owners are willing to sell all or part of their 
development rights. The Plan also provides tools for 
property owners to use in transferring the development 
rights to local government or conservation 
organizations in ways that are lucrative for the property 
owners and practical for the community. The Plan 
relies heavily on 
volunteer efforts of 
Benzie County citizens to 
continue to manage their 
properties in ways that 
foster a north woods 
character.  
 
WHAT YOU CAN DO 
TO HELP 
ACCOMPLISH THE 
GOALS OF THE 
OPEN SPACE PLAN 
Protection efforts to date 
have largely occurred 
when individual 
landowners have 
managed their land in a 
way that protects 
aesthetic and natural 
resources. Future success will also depend on private 
landowners. You can volunteer to protect open space 
and natural resources in Benzie County by: 
• Learning about how important scenic and natural 

resources are to the economy and quality of life of 
Benzie County. 

• Learning where valuable scenery and resource 
lands are in the County. Check the maps in the 
Open Space Plan and ask resource professionals in 
the County. 

• Applying design guidelines that protect scenery or 
natural resources on your land. 

• If you own land identified for protection, consider 
donating a conservation easement or selling the 
development rights. Contact the Benzie County 
Planning Department or a local conservancy. 

• If you plan to develop your property, do so with a 
conservation subdivision, leaving sensitive and 
scenic lands and the land along roads undeveloped.  

OPEN SPACE AND NATURAL RESOURCE 
PROTECTION PRIORITIES 
The highest priority lands to protect in Benzie County 
are listed on Table 1 on page 4 along with an 
explanation of why they are a high priority. Map 4 on 
page 5 shows the general location of the lands given 
priority for protection. 
 
None of the categories of land on Table 1 is more 
important than another. Lands would be protected as 
the opportunity presented itself. 
 
WHAT THE COUNTY AND LOCAL 
GOVERNMENTS CAN DO  
Establish a County-wide program to acquire partial 

rights to property, 
called development 
rights or scenic and 
conservation easements 
on certain properties. 
This requires that the 
County: 
• Adopt a Land 

Preservation 
Ordinance allowing 
purchase of 
development rights 
(PDR). Talk to your 
County 
Commissioner, 
Planning 
Commissioner or 
Township officials. 

• Pass a County 
millage to fund land 

preservation, purchases of land or development 
rights in land. 

• Accept donations of development rights and scenic 
and conservation easements. 

• Encourage and coordinate efforts with other units 
of government (such as the Michigan Department 
of Agriculture Farmland Purchase of Development 
Rights program) and appropriate organizations 
(such as the Grand Traverse Regional Land 
Conservancy) to acquire development rights or 
scenic and conservation easements.  

• Develop a transfer of development rights (TDR) 
program to permit transferring development from 
scenic and natural resource areas to land in areas 
sewered or serviceable by adequate public 
services.  

 
 
 
 

 

 
Trees give north woods character to M-115 at Benzie County line. 
Photo by Planning & Zoning center, Inc. 
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Table 1. Most Important Lands to Protect 
Priority Rationale – Why These Lands Should be Protected 
Land along major 
transportation corridors 
US 31 Honor to Grand 
Traverse County, US 31 Honor 
to Manistee County, M-115 
Particularly scenic spots along 
other corridors and view 
properties 

These lands define the character of the County as residents and visitors 
experience it. They help support the tourism industry in Benzie County and 
are the primary opportunity to experience nature for residents and visitors. 
Key viewsheds should be protected and new development should be buffered 
from view and access managed to limit traffic crashes. 

Sensitive Lands & Shorelines These are lands that influence surface and ground water quality; that support 
fish, game and other wildlife and that provide a natural scenic backdrop in 
Benzie County. 

Wetlands Marsh and forested wetlands purify water. Floodplains store stormwater. 
Forested, marsh and open water wetlands provide breeding places and food 
supply for many species. 

Dunes These are special landforms that are home to many unique and threatened 
insect, plant and animal species. Dunes are also a major scenic resource. 

Floodplains Floodplains serve as the overflow reservoir for rivers and a scenic backdrop 
for canoeing. Floodplain habitat supports a different set of insect, plant and 
animal species than uplands. Floodplain vegetation (annuals, perennials, shrub 
and forest species) is very important in maintaining fisheries. 

Riverbanks Riverbanks should be protected from erosion and clearing in order to maintain 
the fishery and to protect scenic quality. Forested riverbanks help provide 
bank stability and shade the water for cold-water species of fish. 

Ecological Corridors Ecological corridors are connected strips of land and water that serve as 
wildlife habitat. Many species require a large land area in which to find food 
and breed. Connections between forests, meadows, wetlands and streams are 
extremely important in maintaining wild plants and animals.  

Inland lakes and rivers Lands along inland lakes and rivers are particularly prone to clearing and to 
the introduction of excessive nutrients through lawn maintenance and other 
development practices, all of which can lead to the decline of water quality and 
fisheries. Inland lakes and rivers are a major tourist attraction in Benzie 
County. 

Lake Michigan shoreline The Lake Michigan shoreline is a major tourist attraction and ecological 
corridor in Benzie County. Retaining some access and vegetated shoreline for 
scenery is important. Bluff stabilization, but not with armoring, is important 
for segments of Lake Michigan shoreline where high rates of erosion are likely.  

Farms and forests in rapidly 
developing areas. 
Priority areas: 
   Almira Township 
   View properties in Joyfield, 
Gilmore and Blaine Townships 

In addition to land abutting State highways, farms and forests are the most 
threatened lands in the County because of the acreage involved, the buildable 
character of the land and the many hillside views. Given the rapid rate of 
development, they may also represent the primary source of future open space 
in some townships. Continued rapid development threatens those farmers and 
forest owners intending to remain in business due to the impacts of new 
residents on land values and taxes.  

Private in-holdings in State 
land  

Managing state lands for forestry and recreation is difficult where there are 
private in-holdings and an uneven edge. It is easier and more efficient to 
manage for resource use where there are many large contiguous parcels. 
Current state and federal policy promote acquisition of private in-holdings in 
contiguous blocks of state and federal land. This policy should be promoted. 

Historic/Cultural Places Historical/cultural places teach us about our past and how we came to be like 
we are; including settlement patterns, beliefs, industry and resource use. They 
can also be important tourism resources, which should be preserved.  
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Map 4. Highest Priority Areas to Protect in Benzie County 
 

 
 
Graphic by Planning & Zoning Center, Inc. 2001 
 
IMPORTANT NOTES TO MAP:  
• It is NOT the intent of the Open Space Plan that all these lands be acquired. This map shows where protection of scenic 

and natural resources is important and where large parcels (farm and forest) still remain. For those that own property 
within the areas shaded on the map and have already developed these properties or wish to retain them, there are other 
steps you can take to help protect scenic quality and natural resources. See the section on design guidelines in Chapter 3 
of the Open Space Plan. 

• Acquisition of interests in land for protection will be VOLUNTARY on the part of the landowner. If a landowner does 
not want to enter into a program to acquire development rights or conservation easements they can choose not to do so. 

• Even if your property is not within any shaded area, there is something you can do to protect scenic and natural resources. 
See the section on design guidelines in Chapter 3 of the Open Space Plan. 
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Add the following zoning ordinance provisions to local 
zoning ordinances: 
• Conservation subdivision or open space 

communities. These provisions promote the 
retention of open space and important ecosystem 
areas while providing nice home sites among large 
open spaces and reducing the costs to homebuyers. 

• Wetlands and other sensitive area regulations, such 
as natural buffer strips. These regulations help 
protect important natural features such as wetlands, 
floodplains, steep slopes and stream banks. 

• Agriculture and forest resources protection 
regulations. These regulations limit non-farming or 
forestry activities on existing large agriculture and 
forest parcels. 

• Access management regulations. These serve to 
help reduce congestion and traffic crashes along 
busy roads and to widely separate new driveways. 

• Improved sign and landscaping regulations. Sign 
regulations help reduce visual pollution through 
uniform and restrained standards for the signs 
business owners use to advertise. Landscaping 
regulations help screen obnoxious views and can 
help foster north woods character if they use native 
species instead of ornamental ones. 

• In addition, it is important that the County, 
townships, city and villages coordinate in the 
planning and implementation of improved public 
sewer and water services in and adjacent to 
Frankfort and the villages in the County. 

 
 
AVAILABLE OPEN SPACE AND NATURAL 
RESOURCE PROTECTION TOOLS 
 
Following are brief explanations of available tools for 
scenic and natural resource protection. A more lengthy 
description of these tools is presented in Chapter Three 
of the Open Space Plan.  

Commercial Forest Act. In this program, the 
landowner enters into an agreement with the state or 
local government to maintain the enrolled land in 
forestry and in return the property taxes are reduced to 
a set, low rate. The forestland must have a timber 
management plan and public hunting and fishing must 
be permitted. 

PA 116/Farmland and Open Space 
Development Agreements. This is a state program in 
which a landowner enters into a development rights 
agreement with the state. The landowner agrees to keep 
the enrolled land in agriculture in return for a state 
income tax credit. The program can also be applied to 
open space that is not in agriculture, but the tax 
benefits are different. 

Fee Simple Purchase by Conservancy or Public 
Agency. A fee simple purchase is the usual method by 
which someone buys land. All rights owned by the 
seller of the land are transferred to the new owner. The 
new owner, in a transaction designed to protect open 
space or natural resources would likely be a land 
conservancy or public agency. 

Infill Purchase or Trade by State or Federal 
Government. When the state or federal government 
acquires land, the shape of the public land may be 
irregular and contain isolated private parcels nested 
within the public land (in-holdings). An infill purchase 
or trade is done to turn these private in-holdings into 
public land so that management of the public land can 
better reach its objectives (such as forestry, hunting or 
fire control). Non-contiguous land in state or federal 
ownership is often used for trades. 

PDR (Purchase of Development Rights). PDR is 
the process by which development rights (one of a 
number of rights attached to a property) are conveyed 
from one owner to another. Title to the remaining 
rights stays with the seller. The purpose of a PDR 
program is to encourage the continued use of the land 
for agriculture or forestry while providing the owner 
payment for the development value of the land. Many 
farmers or foresters rely on the sale of their land to 
fund retirement and payment of the development value 
goes a long way toward providing the farmer or 
forester with those funds. Several state grant programs 
provide funding for local PDR programs. 

Conservation Easement. A conservation 
easement is a legal agreement in which the landowner 
retains ownership of private property, but sells or 
donates certain specifically identified rights to a land 
conservation organization or a public body. Often, the 
right given up is the right to develop the property. The 
conservation easement may cover only a portion or all 

 
Vegetated buffer on M-115 Commercial Property 
Photo by Planning & Zoning Center, Inc. 
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of the property. A conservation easement does not have 
to permit public access to the property.  

TDR (Transfer of Development Rights). TDR is 
similar to PDR in that the development rights of a 
parcel of land are removed. However, in TDR, the 
development rights are transferred (added) to those of 
another parcel in order to increase the density at which 
the latter parcel can be developed. With TDR, land 
from which the development rights are sent can be 
protected for its scenic or natural resource benefits. 
The land that receives the development rights is one 
that the community has decided is appropriate for more 
density, and where public services already exist, such 
as in or near a city or village. 

Design Guidelines. Design guidelines provide 
instructions, often illustrated, to property owners on 
better ways to develop compared to conventional ways 
that are destructive of 
scenic and natural 
resources.  See example at 
right. 

Conservation 
Subdivision. This is a 
development approach that 
provides large open spaces 
in a residential 
development. Example: 
For a 100 acre parcel with 
a zoned density of 1 unit 
per 10 acres, ten houses 
would be permitted. Under 
a conservation subdivision 
option, those ten houses 
would be built on smaller 
lots, perhaps 3-5 acres 
each. Thus, the lots would 
use 30-50 acres leaving 
50-70 acres for open 
space. The open space can 
be used for farming, 
forestry, recreation, natural 
resource preservation or 
wildlife habitat.  

Shoreline Zoning. 
These regulations focus on 
various attributes of 
lakeshores and riverbanks. 
Typical provisions address 
development setbacks, 
vegetation strips, docks, 
boathouses, lights, keyhole 
access and preservation of 
natural vegetation along 
the shoreline. 

 

Wetland Zoning. Wetland regulations require a 
permit to disturb wetlands. The intent is to limit 
development in wetlands to preserve their benefits, 
which include storm water retention, storm water 
purification, groundwater recharge and habitat and 
food source for wildlife. Often, wetland ordinances 
include a setback or buffer provision so that 
development does not destroy wetland function due to 
the damaging affect of clearing, construction and 
building materials. 
 
See the Open Space Plan for more details and more 
tools. 
 
 
 
 

Design Guidelines Example: Vegetated Buffers 
 

 
 
If most property owners did just one thing: left a strip of natural vegetation along the 
road or planted such a strip, Benzie County scenic character would be retained or 
returned to a north woods character. The strip should be about 100’ wide and planted 
in trees and shrubs that grow naturally in the area. Business owners could cut or retain 
a view through to their business. Modest signs would benefit from a backdrop of 
vegetation. 
 
Graphic by Planning & Zoning Center, Inc. 
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WHAT ARE THE CHALLENGES THAT NEED 
TO BE OVERCOME? 
Lack of Understanding and Commitment to Protection 
of Scenic and Natural Resources 
If citizens, business owners and local officials don’t 
understand how important scenic and natural resources 
are to the economic well being and quality of life of 
Benzie County, the remaining resources could be lost. 
They are eroding rapidly and it will take a different set 
of actions by property owners and local government to 
ensure that Benzie County does not lose its natural 
heritage. Benzie County citizens and officials need to 
learn about the tools available to them and more need 
to commit to putting the tools into action. 
 
Source of Local Matching Funds for PDR 
There is not enough state money to buy the 
development rights for all the land of property owners 
who are already willing to sell. As more large 
landowners see the benefits of selling their 
development rights, a larger fund will be needed. The 
state program requires a local match and local funds 
will be needed to make purchases in addition to any 
funds the state might provide. One approach is to pass 
a local millage. Without a source of local funds, a PDR 
program will fail. Even with local funds, purchase 
power will not enable the community to buy all of the 
lands worthy of protection. 
 
TDR Enabling Legislation 
A transfer of development rights program could make 
a big difference in the protection of scenic and natural 
resources in Benzie County, but the state legislature 
has not enacted laws to permit local governments to 
establish such programs. Encourage your legislators to 
enact TDR enabling legislation. 
 
 

 
WHERE TO GO FOR MORE INFORMATION.  
• Open Space and Natural Resources Protection 

Plan. Copies are available from the Benzie County 
Planning Department, P.O. Box 377, 448 Court 
Place, Beulah, MI 49617. (231) 882-9674 

• Grand Traverse Bay Region Development 
Guidebook, Traverse City Area Chamber of 
Commerce, and New Designs for Growth, 202 
East Grandview Parkway, Traverse City, MI 49684 
(231) 947-5075 

• Benzie County Planning Commission and Planning 
Department (231) 882-9674 

• Grand Traverse Regional Land Conservancy, 3860 
N. Long Lake Road, Traverse City, MI 49684. 
(231)-929-7911 

 
Websites: 
• www.farmland.org (American Farmland Trust) 
• www.mda.state.mi.us/prodag/farmland (The 

Farmland and Open Space Protection Program of 
the Michigan Department of Agriculture) 

• www.farmlandinfo.org (Library of the Farmland 
Trust) 

• www.sustainable.doe.gov (Center for Excellence 
in Sustainable Development) 

• www.pzcenter.com (Planning & Zoning Center, 
Inc. website with index of articles from Planning 
& Zoning News) 

• www.gtrlc.org (Grand Traverse Regional Land 
Conservancy) 

 
Prepared by Planning & Zoning Center, Inc. Lansing, for the 
Benzie County Planning Department and Citizens for Positive 
Planning with partial funding provided by the Coastal 
Management Program of the Michigan Department of 
Environmental Quality and National Oceanographic and 
Atmospheric Agency.  

MOST IMPORTANT ACTIONS TO PROTECT 
OPEN SPACE IN BENZIE COUNTY 
 
• Restore and protect native vegetation along the 

main roadways; 
• Enact a Land Preservation Ordinance to acquire 

scenic and other open space land and development 
rights in land; 

• Pass a millage to buy land and development rights 
in important open space land; 

• Enact zoning changes to better protect natural 
areas, permit conservation subdivisions and 
protect rural character; 

• Provide sewer and water service in all the villages 
of Benzie County to attract more development to 
locate there, instead of across the countryside. 

 
 
Orchards are part of the scenic character of Benzie 
County.  This and cover photo from Benzie County Citizen 
Photo Project. 


