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CHAPTER 4 
FUTURE LAND USE AND URBAN SERVICES DISTRICTS 
 
Introduction 
This chapter discusses how Benzie County should grow and change in the 
future. A community can grow and change in many different ways. Change is 
influenced by physical features, such as soils, streams and rivers, by existing 
development and by hundreds of individual decisions about using or developing 
the land. Change is also influenced by public decision-making, such as how 
much and where the public invests in infrastructure, like sewers and water lines, 
roads, schools and parks. It is also influenced by public regulations, such as 
zoning and subdivision controls. 
 
The result of a community’s growth and change is a particular land use pattern. A 
land use pattern is a general description of the way in which the surface of the 
land is used. These patterns include: 
• A strip pattern is one in which homes or businesses are lined along major 

roads. 
• A cluster pattern is one in which businesses or homes are built in groups, 

usually surrounded by open space.  
• A nodal pattern is one where more intensive development occurs at key 

transportation intersections (such as at the junction of two state highways, or 
at a highway and freeway interchange, at airports or subway or train stations).  

• A compact pattern is where new development occurs at similar density next to 
other existing centers of housing or commerce (usually in or adjacent to a city 
or village).  

• A sprawl pattern is one in which homes or businesses are spread out across 
the countryside. In early stages it has an appearance similar to chicken pox, 
and later it fills in much as a rash. 

 
Most citizens favor a land use pattern that uses public investment efficiently and 
effectively, fosters a high quality of life, promotes economic health, limits conflicts 
between different land uses and protects resources important to the well-being of 
future generations. These are goals citizens of Benzie County established at the 
start of this planning process. 
 
The purpose of this chapter is to discuss a land use pattern the Benzie County 
Planning Commission chose as the preferred pattern for the future. This pattern 
is based on an evaluation of three alternatives considered by the Comprehensive 
Plan Subcommittee. For a description of the three alternatives, the pros and cons 
of each and the criteria used in their evaluation, see the separate report entitled 
Plan Alternatives. The other two alternatives not chosen, were composites of the 
existing plans and zoning ordinances of Benzie County communities. These 
alternatives promote a strip and sprawl pattern of growth when viewed 
collectively. The Subcommittee discovered that if the existing plans and zoning 
ordinances were followed, the result would be future loss of qualities of life and 
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natural resources important to Benzie citizens, and increased costs to live in the 
County. The pattern selected is a more compact and nodal pattern of growth. It 
was found to be the most sustainable, the one that is the most fiscally 
responsible, the one that best retains scenic beauty and recreation opportunities 
and the one that best protects natural resources. Chapter 5 of this document lists 
basic policies to be implemented to achieve the desired future land use pattern. 
 
Vision-Based, Policy-Driven Compact Future Land Use Pattern 
The compact and nodal settlement pattern selected is vision-based and policy-
driven. It is linked to principles and strategies based on a set of goals, objectives, 
and actions whose root is in the vision of the County expressed by citizens, local 
officials and various stakeholders in the first phase of the County planning 
process (see Benzie County Vision). 
 
The Future Land Use Map is a visual representation of the vision. The text in this 
chapter supports that plan and the map. To gain the best understanding of the 
future land use pattern proposed by this Plan, use the map and the text together. 
In your mind, move about the County and picture how the land use pattern would 
change depending on where you were in the County. Don't try to fix on the use of 
a particular parcel or the edge of one land use. The map expresses general 
policy, not the application of a particular set of regulations to a particular 
property. The scale is not sufficient to depict use on a parcel basis. The zoning 
ordinance may be used for that purpose. 
 
Following is a description of the various land use categories illustrated on the 
vision-based Future Land Use Map (see Map 4-1). However, since this land use 
arrangement is linked to a variety of public infrastructure improvements and land 
use policies, to the extent these lend themselves to illustration, they are depicted 
on the policy maps. Maps 4-2 through 4-8 should be studied and considered 
together because they are designed to be implemented in tandem with the 
Future Land Use Map. 
 
The overall land use pattern proposed for 2020 is both compact and nodal. It 
concentrates the most intense residential, commercial and industrial 
development within urban services districts. The area affected expands beyond 
where urban services are provided in 2000. The area that is public land in 2000 
is proposed to remain public in 2020 and continues to be primarily dedicated to 
recreation, open space and forestry. Agriculture preservation areas focus on 
retaining orchards and farms as the primary land use. Rural residential areas are 
devoted to very low density residential use. Higher density residential 
development is found in or adjacent to existing villages, cities, established resort 
areas and around inland lakes. 
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Sensitive Environment Protection Areas 
This category includes the following sensitive features: wetlands, steep slopes, 
dunes, floodplains, streams, rivers and lakeshores. Floodplains and wetlands 
would not be developed. Shoreline areas of streams, rivers and lakes would have 
waterside buffer plantings to filter stormwater and provide shade and wildlife 
habitat. Steep slopes would not be built upon or limited development would 
employ special design and construction approaches to prevent erosion and limit 
scenic impact. Dunes with special habitat would have no or limited development. 
Such areas would be prioritized for acquisition by conservancies or public 
agencies. (See Maps 4-1 and 4-2). 
 
Public Lands & Recreation 
This category includes public and private parks, campgrounds and marinas, 
public and private golf courses, the State Forest, National Lakeshore and 
marshes, non-motorized trails and open space corridors. To the extent possible, 
they interconnect. They also take advantage of natural wildlife or open space 
corridors such as rivers, creeks and drains. This land use category occurs 
throughout the County and occupies a significant percentage of the total area of 
the County. (See Maps 4-1 and 4-3). 
 
Agricultural Protection Areas 
Agriculture includes active grain farms, orchards, vineyards, u-pick farms and 
livestock raising operations. It also includes fallow fields and other land not 
actively farmed. This category also includes large lot residential uses. Future 
residential density would be at an average density of one dwelling unit per 40 
acres. Although there is already existing residential development on five or ten 
acre lots in much of this area, a new maximum lot size for future development 
would be much smaller in order to preserve large, contiguous areas of land for 
farming. Depending in part on soil capacity for septic systems, maximum lot size 
for non-farm residences would be about 2 acres except where soils were not 
suited for farming. At this density, a 160 acre farm could be permitted four lots for 
nonfarm residences, which could be clustered together (where at most 8 acres 
would be used). As a result of this clustering, the remaining land would be in 
open space or agriculture. The Agriculture Preservation area occurs primarily in 
the northern and western portion of the County. This approach would work best if 
teamed with a purchase of development rights (PDR) or transfer of development 
rights (TDR) program so that farmers could capture the full development value of 
the land, even though only a small part of it was used for new residences. This 
area should be delineated more carefully as a result of a separate Agriculture 
and Open Space Preservation Plan. (See Maps 4-1 and 4-4). 
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Rural Residential  
This category accommodates low density residential use in rural areas on lands 
not as well suited for long-term agricultural production. Agriculture is permitted as 
long as it remains viable, but not concentrated animal feeding operations. 
Average residential density is one dwelling unit per ten acres although lot sizes 
would vary. Sewage disposal would be by private, on-site septic systems. Where 
possible, dwellings would be clustered on smaller lots (to leave more open 
space), with individual septic systems or served by small package treatment 
systems or a common septic system if approved by the District Health 
Department and Michigan Department of Environmental Quality. This land use 
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occurs primarily in the portions of the County that are not publicly owned nor 
suitable for higher density. This is the largest land use category in percentage of 
the total area of the County. (See Maps 4-1 and 4-5). 
 
Medium Density Residential  
The medium density residential category includes single family residential 
development with a range of densities. Generally, these are from about one 
dwelling unit per 1-2 acres to four dwelling units per acre. However, within the 
villages the density may rise to 8 or more units per acre. This category of 
residential development occurs primarily along the developed shoreline, in 
Frankfort, villages and scattered historic settlements. Homes in this category 
would generally be served by public sewer and water, except for the extensive 
lakeshore strips on the larger lakes. Most of this land use would be within the 
Urban Services District (see page 4-7). Also in or adjacent to cities and villages 
within the Urban Services District would be affordable housing such as low and 
medium rise apartments, townhouses and mobile home parks (usually at a 
density slightly greater than six dwelling units per acre) (See Map 4-1). 
 
Business/Commercial 
Strip shopping malls, grocery stores, gas station and convenience stores, 
commercial business districts and small town commercial centers are included in 
this land use category. These are primarily located in the old city and village 
centers, along selected major roads leading into existing towns and in settlement 
nodes. In total land area, this land use does not occupy much land. However, this 
category occurs in key areas convenient to residents and travelers. Most, but not 
all, of this land use would be within a proposed Urban Services District. It is 
specifically omitted along most of US-31 from Honor east to the Benzie County 
line in order to discourage strip commercial development in this area. (See Map 
4-1). 
 
Industrial 
Industrial development includes light manufacturing, warehousing, landfills, 
power plants and vacant land in designated industrial parks. These occur 
primarily in Frankfort and near major roads. Most of this land use would be within 
the Urban Services District. There are also a few scattered industrial sites. These 
are largely agricultural processing plants. It is convenient to have these latter 
facilities close to the orchards. (See Map 4-1). 
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Policy Maps 
Following is a description of individual policy maps. Each map should be thought 
of as a layer of a single map, that together expresses all of the policies in the 
Comprehensive Plan. Some of the policy layers of Maps 4-2 through 4-8 are the 
same as the Future Land Use Map. They are re-described here with a policy 
focus, so that all layers of the policy map are described. Together these 
descriptions outline policies and actions that would need to be taken to 
implement the vision-based future land use pattern. 
 
Sensitive Environments 
Sensitive environments are illustrated on Map 4-2. Sensitive environments 
includes forests and sensitive features such as steep slopes, wetlands, 
floodplains, lakes, streams and drain corridors. These sensitive environments will 
be provided a higher level of protection, including limited or no development (in 
some cases) and special design requirements for permitted development such as 
buffers and setbacks. Development would be prohibited in floodways and on 
wetlands. Setbacks would be required for structures built near streams and 
wetlands. Vegetation buffer strips would be required adjacent to streams, drains, 
wetlands and other surface water bodies. Best management practices such as 
vegetation strips would be required along surface water bodies to filter and lower 
the temperature of stormwater runoff. Commonly accepted management 
practices would be implemented in agriculture areas where not already practiced. 
 
Sensitive environments are scattered throughout the County. For example, there 
may be a stream corridor that passes through the Agriculture Preservation area, 
as well as the Rural Residential area before crossing into the Urban Services 
District (see page 4-7). Special protection efforts should be implemented in each 
of those areas, although the protection techniques may be different.  
 
Recreation  
The policy map for recreation provides interconnected open space to serve the 
diverse recreational and green space needs of residents and to attract tourists 
(see Map 4-3). This open space network will provide multiple benefits including: 
the amenity of nature and open spaces; recreational opportunities for walking, 
biking and cross-country skiing on trails; as well as habitat for wildlife. This area 
is largely forested. Areas within the recreation corridors that are not forested 
should be permitted to grow into forest and other plant communities such as 
meadows or prairies. This will create edges of forests that are also important to 
wildlife. Some timber cutting or controlled burning may be needed to manage 
wildlife and prevent fire fuel build-up. 
 
Agriculture Protection 
Within the Agriculture Preservation area (Map 4-4) it is the policy to preserve 
farmland and prevent the premature conversion of farmland to other land uses. 
New single family dwellings could be permitted if clustered at a low average 
density, and if sited on land not well suited to agriculture.  
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Public sewer and water would not be extended into this area during the planning 
period.  
 
The Agriculture Preservation area implements an average density of one unit per 
40 acres. This is not the same as a 40 acre minimum lot size. Through clustering 
and use of small maximum lot sizes (0.5-2 acres, depending on soil suitability for 
septic), large parcels of viable farmland could remain. Through clustering, 
farmers would still be able to capture some development value as well.  
 
The Agriculture Preservation area would be the principal target of agricultural 
preservation programs like purchase of development rights and transfer of 
development rights, expanded PA116 enrollments and agricultural security 
areas. 
 
These measures would also help preserve rural and scenic character as well. 
Rural and scenic character is protected by maintaining large, undeveloped 
parcels and through design guidelines for rural roadsides.  
 
It is the policy of the Comprehensive Plan to support "Right to Farm." Rural, non-
farm residential uses do not take precedence over farming operations. Farming 
practices can be objectionable to non-farm residents. However, farming is 
important and where buffers do not exist to moderate the dust, noise, odors and 
sprays from farms practicing commonly accepted agricultural management 
methods, non-farm residents will have to learn to live with their farming 
neighbors. 
 
Rural Residential 
This map layer shows the policy to provide for rural, low density living, but does 
not focus on the preservation of farmland (see Map 4-5). Farming would be 
allowed to continue as long as it were viable, but not concentrated animal feeding 
operations. The average density for this area is one unit per 10 acres, although it 
is not the policy to promote 10 acre minimum lot size. This density will result in 
providing an adequate amount of land for rural residences with on-site septic 
systems. If the density were higher, there would, over time, be severe negative 
impacts on the County road system. Public sewer and water would not be 
extended into this area during the planning period. 
 
Rural clustering could be used to preserve more common open space in this part 
of the County. It may be necessary to promote one-third to two acre maximum lot 
size and some package treatment sewer systems to preserve significant open 
space.  
 
It is also the policy of this Plan to promote design guidelines for rural residential 
properties. These volunteer guidelines would show property owners how to 
design and manage their properties for maximum scenic character. This could be 
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one of the single, most important tools to insure the vision for Benzie County is 
realized. 
 
In many areas, rural residential uses will be adjacent to farmland preservation 
areas. Farming operations will be given precedence over residential use of land 
under “Right-to-Farm” guidelines. 
 
Transportation Improvements 
Transportation facilities (roads, bridges and air) should be maintained or 
improved where they will serve the planned density of development in an area 
and movement between that area and others. Transportation facilities should not 
be improved for the purpose of fostering development at a density level above 
that planned for the area, or prematurely in an area where density levels would 
not support the cost of road improvements or future maintenance. Within existing 
small towns, bicycle paths and sidewalks should be installed to meet non-
motorized transportation needs. Transit service should be offered as well. 
 
Proposed transportation improvements are illustrated on Map 4-6.  
 
Job Centers 
Job Centers are areas of commercial, industrial and institutional use. Areas 
identified on Map 4-7 are based on existing job centers as depicted on the 1996 
existing land use map, with reasonable expansion to the year 2020. New job 
centers should not skip to new locations that are scattered and expensive to 
serve. This is a double whammy if it also leads to an abandonment of existing 
centers. Almost all job centers are within an urban services district. The few that 
aren’t are already in existence or are already zoned as such and lack public 
sewer and water. 
 
Urban Services District (USD) 
Proposed Urban Services Districts (USD) are illustrated on Map 4-8. These are 
the proposed areas that will be considered for extension of public sewer, water, 
stormwater, increased police and fire and other urban services through the year 
2020. They surround the City of Frankfort and existing villages in the County. All 
proposed medium density residential development and nearly all commercial, 
industrial and institutional development would occur within an USD to ensure that 
adequate public services are available. Except for public sewer installed around 
inland lakes to resolve or prevent water pollution problem, public sewer and 
water would not be extended beyond the boundaries of a USD within the time 
frame of this Plan. 
 
The USDs will help ensure fiscal responsibility and wise use of land resources. 
Within USDs, densities must be high enough to adequately support urban 
services at a level that is economically feasible to furnish them before urban 
services will be implemented. Each community will need to calculate the density 
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needed to support the extension of services without unnecessarily increasing 
taxpayer burden. 
 
Existing infrastructure within USDs will be maintained, upgraded and 
incrementally expanded before new infrastructure is built in undeveloped areas of 
the County. The exception is in the new USD proposed for the area including the 
new elementary school in Inland Township. 
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Policy Maps yet to be Developed 
Two important policy maps need to be prepared based on further study, resource 
inventories, citizen input and consensus building. These are: 
• Agriculture and Open Space Preservation. One of the recommendations of 

the Comprehensive Plan is to prepare an Agriculture and Open Space 
Preservation Plan. This task will take several years to complete. The policy 
map would include recommendations on specifically where to protect 
farmland and open space through purchase, conservation easement, or 
inclusion in agriculture security areas, PDR or TDR programs. It would also 
include recommendations as to where to improve scenery, where and how to 
protect existing scenery, what design guidelines are needed, where to apply 
guidelines for sign design and other related techniques. 

• Watershed Plans. The Comprehensive Plan recommends completion of 
watershed management plans for each of the major watersheds of Benzie 
County. Policy maps would depict areas of the watersheds where specific 
actions should take place to protect water quality, fish and wildlife habitat. 
These actions depend on land use, soils, slope and other factors. 
Implementation actions could include, but are not limited to: imperviousness 
limits, stormwater management approaches and chemical use guidelines. 

 
Zoning Plan 
“Section XII Land Use Classifications” (pages 26-28) of the 1993 Benzie County 
Land Use Plan is retained (by reference) as the zoning plan portion of this 
Comprehensive Plan. It provides the basis for the zoning districts in the County 
Zoning Ordinance until a new Agricultural and Open Space Preservation Plan for 
the County is complete. At that time, changes to zoning districts are anticipated 
to reduce the impact of over-zoning in rural parts of the County and to provide 
new incentives to landowners to keep land in agriculture and open space uses. 
 
The next chapter sets for the principles, strategies and policies inherent in the 
various layers of the Future Land Use Map. Chapters 4 and 5 are designed to be 
read and used together when considering the consistency of a proposed land 
use or infrastructure proposal with the Comprehensive Plan. 
 
 
 
 
 


