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CHAPTER 5 
PRINCIPLES, STRATEGIES & POLICIES 

 
Introduction 
The principal land use issue in Benzie County is not whether to grow, it is where, 
when and in what manner can growth occur without undermining the integrity of 
the scenic natural character of the County and the economy built around it. This 
Chapter presents key principles, strategies and policies to guide future growth in 
the County. Successful implementation of these principles, strategies and policies will 
prevent the negative impacts associated with the threats in Chapter 3. 
 
The principles, strategies and policies presented in this Chapter were 
synthesized from the goals, objectives and action statements in the Background 
Reports to guide implementation of this Plan. These principles, strategies and 
policies (like the goals, objectives and action statements in the Background 
Reports) were reviewed by the Comprehensive Plan Subcommittee, the Citizens 
Advisory Committee and were adopted as a part of this Plan by the Planning 
Commission.  
 
Principles are underlying or foundation concepts for the strategies presented in 
this Chapter. A policy is a definite course or method of action selected by a 
governmental agency to guide present and future decisions. Policies are 
presented for each of the strategies in this Chapter. Decisions consistent with 
these policies will contribute to successful implementation of this Plan. Many of 
the policies in this Plan will require regulatory or program changes at the County 
and local level in order to be implemented.  
 
Please consult the individual Background Reports for specific goals, objectives 
and action statements (and greater background information) related to the 
following principles, strategies and policies. 
 
Fundamental Principles 
Following are eight fundamental principles that underlay the policies presented in 
this Chapter and the balanced growth and environmental protection strategies of 
this Comprehensive Plan. These principles are intended to help achieve the long-
term goal of sustainable development in Benzie County. These principles aim to 
ensure the needs of the present generation are met, without compromising (and 
wherever feasible enhancing) the quality of life of future generations. To the 
extent that any of the policies in this Chapter are in conflict, the conflict should be 
resolved by establishing the degree to which each policy contributes to achieving 
the principles of this Plan. The policy that appears to most contribute to the 
achievement of this Plan, in a particular instance, is the policy that should 
supercede—in the event of a conflict.  
 
1. Scenic character should be preserved or enhanced wherever feasible 

in the County. The natural character of the landscape, the fruit farms and 
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the location of the rural small towns within Benzie County combine to 
create a scenic quality that is highly treasured by residents and visitors 
alike. It is the source of the economic base of the County: farming, 
forestry, recreation and tourism. It must be preserved as future land use 
change occurs. It is also linked to all the other principles that follow and is 
critical to achieving all the major goals in this Plan and Background 
Reports. Preservation of scenic character is so important that a special 
study should be conducted and implemented to develop a property-
specific agriculture and open space preservation plan throughout the 
County. But preservation is not enough. There are some places where 
scenic qualities have not been respected and enhancement or restoration 
will be necessary. Preservation and enhancement must proceed together. 
This includes institutional and other public lands, along road corridors and 
on private residential, business and industrial properties. Enhancement 
should be accomplished primarily through encouragement to implement 
common design guidelines (such as those in the Grand Traverse Bay 
Region Development Guidebook). Where appropriate, local ordinances 
can require visual buffers, scenic character landscaping and appropriate 
signs. Institutional properties can be enhanced through carefully planned 
capital improvements.  

 
2. Natural resources in the County should be protected from 

inappropriate use or conversion.   Forested hillsides, rivers and lakes 
provide the natural landscape background across most of the County. 
They attract thousands of seasonal residents and tourists each year. 
Much of this land is in public ownership and offers unparalleled hunting, 
hiking, and a wide range of other recreational activities. Carefully 
managed harvests of renewable forests also contribute lumber and fuel to 
support our society. Agricultural land is principally in orchard production. 
Forestry, agriculture, tourism and recreation have deep historical roots in 
Benzie County and greatly contribute to its economic base. Each industry 
requires a substantial amount of land in large contiguous blocks to remain 
economically viable. Preservation of the natural resource base is essential 
to preservation of these industries. 

 
3. The pristine natural environment of the County should be protected 

from degradation.  The clean air, water, and soil in the County is a 
natural asset of immeasurable importance. The extensive lakes, rivers, 
streams, wetlands, floodplains, and sand dunes are important parts of this 
natural environment which also contribute greatly to the scenic quality of 
the landscape. The abundant fish and wildlife populations are testimony to 
the relative purity of the natural environment in the County. The quality of 
the natural environment is a significant feature in attracting the huge 
number of seasonal residents and tourists to the County. The natural 
environment and especially sensitive natural features must be protected to 
sustain the scenic quality and economic potential of the County. 
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4. An economy built on renewable natural resources is sustainable and 

should continue to be the principal economic base for the future. 
Agriculture, forestry, recreation and tourism are the foundation of the 
economic base in Benzie County. They are a significant part of local 
quality of life. They are also tied to renewable resources. Maintaining a 
sustainable local economy requires maintaining the renewable natural 
resources of the County. Further diversification of the economy that draws 
from the talents of the existing labor force will also enhance the prospects 
for a sustainable economy. 

 
5. Future development should primarily take place in a compact 

development pattern.  New commercial, industrial and medium density 
residential uses should be constructed in or adjacent to existing cities and 
villages and within areas designated as urban services districts. These 
mixed-use areas will be served with public sewer and water where it is 
cost-effective to do so. These services would not be extended beyond the 
USDs during the life of this Plan. Outside the USDs, development should 
only occur at low densities and primarily in small clusters of a few lots 
sited so as to minimize visibility from the roadway and to maximize the 
amount of open space around them. Small multi-user water wells and 
waste treatment systems may be needed to facilitate open space 
development. 

 
6. Future land use, zoning, land division and public infrastructure 

decisions should be made consistent with this Plan. Achievement of 
the vision embodied in this Plan depends heavily on adoption and 
implementation of County and local zoning and land division regulations 
consistent with this Plan. It also depends on public infrastructure decisions 
consistent with this Plan. Future road, sewer, water, school, county 
building, state and federal facility decisions should be consistent with this 
Plan and an annually updated capital improvement program. Where the 
public spends money on infrastructure and the density of land uses it 
allows in various locations have an enormous impact on private land 
development decisions. If the public does not set the example by living up 
to the principles and policies in this Plan, then it should not expect the 
vision in this Plan to be realized. 

 
7. A strong effort should be made to achieve improved 

intergovernmental cooperation within Benzie County. This Plan 
recognizes that land use and infrastructure decisions of each 
governmental unit have, over time, an impact on the character of the 
entire County. However, County government only has the ability to 
achieve part of the vision embodied in this Plan. A partnership founded on 
mutual respect and mutual support in achievement of the vision of this 
Plan should guide the development and implementation of new 
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relationships between the County and local governments in the County 
and between the County and adjoining counties in the region. Improved 
intergovernmental coordination, communication and cooperation are 
essential to success of this partnership.   

 
8. The vision in this Plan must be achieved without violating protected 

property rights. Many of the principles of this Plan will require changes in 
County and local regulations. As these changes are made, it is essential 
that constitutionally protected property rights not be violated. It is also 
important that special consideration be paid to the legitimate desire of 
large landowners who may have their “retirement” locked up in their land, 
to be given options for capturing the development value of their land, even 
if more dense development upon it is not a permitted activity. 

 
Principles #2 - #5 directly relate to #1. Principles #6 - #8 are essential to achieve 
#1 - #5. Thus all principles are interrelated. They are all oriented to achieving the 
goal of sustainable development in Benzie County. They recognize that a healthy 
economy depends on a healthy environment and that these need not be mutually 
exclusive. They are structured to achieve a balanced growth and environmental 
protection strategy that also protects the scenic character of the County.  
 
Balanced Growth Strategy 
Preservation of scenic character in Benzie County is both dependent on and 
supports most of the economic base in the County. The scenic character is 
comprised of the natural environment, farms and the built environment. Thus, 
protecting scenic character, the natural environment and economic development 
must proceed together—or one or the other (or both) will suffer. The solution lies 
in pursuit of a balanced growth policy. Balanced growth will require housing not 
only for comparatively wealthy seasonal residents, retirees or two income 
commuter families, but also for the elderly, young families and other persons on 
low fixed incomes. New businesses will be needed to meet the needs of the 
growing seasonal and permanent populations. 
 
Where these new homes and businesses are located will dramatically affect the 
future character of the County. If the current trend of single family homes lining 
county roads is continued, the landscape will become suburbanized. Many of the 
large open spaces will be chopped up and sprinkled with homes. Most open 
space would then be in yards, rather than a part of the current scenic landscape. 
This will diminish value of the landscape to tourists and create a huge public 
service burden over time. Cost-effective public services are nearly impossible 
with a scattered land development pattern.  
 
Figure 5-1 illustrates key aspects of a balanced growth strategy for Benzie 
County. Following are key policies to implement this strategy: 
• The County shall revise zoning and related regulations to curtail sprawl and 

strip development, and to encourage a compact settlement pattern. 
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• The County shall cooperatively work with local governments and assist 
citizens and property owners in the County to achieve this strategy. 

• The County shall support actions that enhance the long term viability of the 
agriculture, forestry, recreation and tourism industries. 

• Rural areas of the County shall be zoned with a very low density based 
standard to prevent over development. Maximum lot sizes should be used to 
encourage clustering and the retention of open space.  

• The County shall support creation of carefully planned and sited industrial 
parks and other job centers to accommodate the growing need for local 
employment. 

• New residential, commercial and industrial development in the county shall be 
encouraged provided it is: a) in locations with public services adequate to 
meet its needs, b) environmentally friendly, c) consistent with the density, 
character and development in the area, d) consistent with local plans and 
regulations and e) consistent with this Plan and applicable county, state and 
federal regulations. 

• An economic development position shall be established to actively promote 
existing businesses and new business development in the County and to 
facilitate financing for expansion of existing business and infrastructure in the 
County in a manner consistent with this Plan. 

• The County shall seek to ensure that new development pays its own way in 
terms of public services and does not unreasonably create a future public 
service obligation that is not met by the new development or is unfairly 
charged to existing residents; except where a community explicitly decides to 
subsidize it. 

• The County shall seek to ensure that new public facilities are constructed to 
guide future growth based on annually updated capital improvement 
programs prepared by each unit of local government and the County. All CIPs 
shall be consistent with this Plan. 

• The County and local governments shall establish urban service district 
boundaries and not permit intensive new development outside these 
boundaries until adequate public services are available to that area, unless 
the private development is completely self-sufficient in terms of adequate 
urban services. 

• Local jurisdictions should cooperatively work to upgrade the quality of 
emergency response equipment on an on-going basis and to maintain 
equipment in close proximity to population concentrations. 

• A maintenance, road improvement and inter-modal connection strategy, 
including spending priorities, shall be developed for County roads. 

• Improvements to pedestrian circulation, bike paths, bus service and airport 
services shall be made consistent with adopted plans for long range 
improvements of these transportation services. 

• Prepare corridor plans and establish standards for development along M-115 
and US 31 to protect the rural character of these highways including but not 
limited to use of overlay zoning, buffering screening, and conservation 
easements. 
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• Road capacity shall be maintained and congestion and safety problems 
prevented through the use of access management tools. 

• Public health and safety shall be protected by enforcing sanitary regulations 
and by providing the most effective emergency response service practical. 

• The County shall identify affordable housing needs and ensure plans and 
regulations are prepared and implemented to meet those needs. Incentives 
should be offered to encourage affordable housing in and adjacent to existing 
mixed use centers in the County. 

• The County shall make an effort to coordinate the provision of jobs and 
transportation so that a jobs/housing/transportation balance is achieved that 
results in reduced transportation demands and a greater chance for cost 
effective transportation services, including transit services. 

• New subdivisions and site condominium projects shall include provision for 
bicycle and pedestrian circulation between residential areas, town centers 
and important natural features.  

• The County shall revise zoning regulations to protect agricultural operations 
from incompatible adjacent land uses where there is a long term commitment 
to preserve agriculture in an area. 

• The County shall prepare, adopt and implement an agriculture and open 
space preservation plan that fairly addresses the equity concerns of large 
landowners.  

• The 2000 area of public land in Benzie County should be retained as a future 
minimum and holdings should be consolidated over time through fair trades, 
sales and purchases. 

• Fragmentation of private lands adjacent to State and Federal lands should be 
strongly discouraged. 

• The establishment of new, compact “Villages” or “Village centers” in rapidly 
growing rural townships near Grand Traverse County should be studied and 
encouraged if feasible and warranted. 
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Figure 5-1 
BALANCED GROWTH STRATEGY 
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Environmental Protection Strategy 
The other side of the balanced growth strategy is the environmental protection 
strategy. This term embraces protection of renewable natural resources like 
agricultural and forest land, as well as the air, water, and other sensitive natural 
features in the County (like wetlands, floodplains and sand dunes) The greatest 
threat to these resources is from poorly planned or sited new development. 
Residential development poses the greatest threat because there is so much 
more of it over a much wider area. 
 
It is important to guide new development in a way that works with nature rather 
than against it. Where there are legitimate conflicts between proposed new 
development and an important sensitive natural resource, and reasonable and 
prudent alternatives exist, then the new development should yield to the sensitive 
environmental feature and be built elsewhere. Where long term sustainable 
economic or public safety and welfare benefits outweigh small environmental 
impact, then the new development should be allowed to proceed with appropriate 
mitigation measures. In all cases, planning and development regulation should 
be oriented to preventing pollution, impairment or habitat destruction.  
 
Figure 5-2 illustrates key aspects of an environmental protection strategy for 
Benzie County. Following are key policies to implement this strategy: 
• Watershed management plans shall be prepared to protect the soil from 

erosion and water quality for all watersheds in the County. 
• A groundwater/wellhead protection plan shall be developed for each 

municipal well in the County. 
• New residential development in the County shall be encouraged to be largely 

built in existing cities and villages or in small clusters on non-prime resource 
lands in order to minimize negative impacts on farm and forest land. 

• Existing agriculture or forest land uses shall have priority over new residential 
uses, and farming operations should be encouraged to continue in areas 
zoned for agriculture or forest as the principal permitted use. Such areas 
should not be rezoned to residential use as long as agriculture or forest 
remains a viable use of the land. 

• New development shall be designed and constructed to avoid sensitive 
natural features and comply with applicable federal, state, county and local 
regulations. 

• The extensive and diverse sensitive natural features in the County shall be 
protected where pristine and restored where damaged. 

• New development shall not pollute or degrade the quality of surface water or 
groundwater. 

• County and local ordinances should be adopted or amended to provide 
protection for sensitive features including wetlands, floodplains, sand dunes, 
high risk erosion areas and land bordering lakes and streams. 

• Imperviousness overlay zones, setback and vegetative buffer requirements, 
performance standards along water bodies, soil erosion and sedimentation 
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control ordinances and stormwater management ordinances shall be adopted 
and enforced. 

• Best management practices shall be used to protect soil, surface water and 
groundwater quality as land use change occurs. 

• Uniform local zoning and land division regulations shall be promoted and 
enacted where feasible county-wide to prevent the fragmentation of farm and 
forest land unless there is no other reasonable alternative available to 
preserve the renewable resource. 

• A county-wide purchase of development rights program and/or a transfer of 
development rights program shall be created to provide reasonable 
alternatives for farm and forest landowners to capture development value 
without converting the land to development. 

• Planning for the Dry Hills area (in the southwest portion of the County) shall 
encourage preservation of its rural and scenic character, including agriculture 
and managed timber resources. 

• Wildlife corridors and linkages between open spaces shall be a primary 
consideration in the development of new county-wide and local plans. 

• The County shall coordinate and assist in the development of a network of 
greenways and recreation trails consistent with the Northwest Michigan 
Greenways Plan.  

• New lakefront public access sites shall be carefully sited to minimize 
environmental degradation and managed to prevent overcrowding of the lake 
surface and nuisance impacts on abutting properties. 
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Figure 5-2 
ENVIRONMENTAL PROTECTION STRATEGY 

 

 
 
 
 



 

Benzie County 2020 Comprehensive Plan 
5-11 

 

Strategy to Protect the Visual Character of the Landscape 
County citizens have strongly indicated that they do not want growth to spoil the 
scenic character of the landscape. They do not want it to take on a suburban or 
urban character. They want the forested, lake and riverine landscapes to be 
preserved for the benefit of present and future generations. Almost everyone 
feels a right to see, enjoy and help protect these resources. As a result, 
protection of the unique rural character of the County must be a fundamental part 
of all future planning and development decisions. 
 
The Grand Traverse Bay Guidebook illustrates various ways in which new 
development could occur in order to protect the visual character of the County. 
Figure 5-3 further illustrates key natural landscape features that need protection 
if scenic quality is to be preserved in Benzie County. Following are key policies 
to implement this strategy: 
• The County and local governments shall encourage new development to be 

designed consistent with the principles in the Grand Traverse Bay 
Guidebook and any additional design guidelines adopted by the County or a 
local Planning Commission.  Some of the key design guidelines follow: 
• Most new dwellings should be built in or contiguous to existing small 

towns in the County instead of on large rural lots. 
• New development outside of existing small towns should be designed to 

maximize preservation of open space and minimize visual impact from 
public rights of way. 

• Clustering or very low density development should be used wherever 
there is an opportunity to protect open space or minimize impact on a 
sensitive natural resource. 

• Landscaping and plantings should rely predominantly on naturally 
occurring species on areas visible from roads and other public rights of 
way. 

• Naturally occurring vegetation should be used to the maximum extent 
possible. 

• Design guidelines should be provided for rural property owners promoting 
forest block concepts.  

• Communication towers and wind powered generators should be designed 
to have minimum visibility from road corridors. 

• Sign ordinances should be adopted that prohibit billboards but provide for 
business identification and communication of other essential messages 
through alternate means, including small and cluster signs. 

• A system of “Rural Roads, Heritage Route and Federal Scenic By-ways” 
should be explored and if designated, maintained into the future for their 
scenic/aesthetic attributes. 

• Junk and dumping ordinances shall be vigorously enforced.  
• At night, the stars should be visible in the sky—not obstructed by diffuse 

light from the built environment. 
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Figure 5-3 
NATURAL LANDSCAPE FEATURES 
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Strategy to Protect Visual Character of Small Towns 
The physical features of the city of Frankfort and the villages in Benzie County 
are a critical component of the rural scenic character of the County. New 
development that is encouraged to take place in and adjacent to these small 
towns must both complement and fit with the existing character, or it will damage 
the scenic character of the community and the County. 
 
Figure 5-4 further illustrates key visual character elements of small towns to 
protect in order to have them continue to complement the features of the natural 
environment around them. Following are key policies to implement this strategy: 
• The County and local governments shall encourage new development to be 

designed consistent with the principles in the Grand Traverse Bay 
Guidebook and any additional design guidelines adopted by the County or a 
local Planning Commission.  Some of the key design guidelines follow: 
• Historic districts in the various historic settlements within the County 

should be established. 
• Design guidelines for historic preservation should be devleoped. 
• In building, sign and other construction, materials such as wood, stone, or 

brick should be encouraged instead of metal, plastic or concrete. Muted 
and earth tones, rather than bright colors, should be encouraged to best 
blend with the natural landscape of Benzie County. 

• The number and size of signs should be minimized. 
• Utility lines should be buried or routed away from the street. 
• Service drives and alleys should be used to limit the number of curb cuts. 
• Parking lots should be paved and landscaped with naturally occurring 

vegetation. 
• Parking should be placed behind or beside buildings, but not in the front 

yard of commercial or industrial businesses. 
• New buildings in small towns should blend with the predominant 

architectural period and style, be of a similar mass and shape, use 
compatible materials and colors, and use lot sizes and street layouts 
similar to those already in the small town. 

• New public buildings should be built within or immediately adjacent to 
existing cities and villages in the County and should be designed to blend 
with the vernacular architecture of the area. 
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Figure 5-4 

VISUAL CHARACTER ELEMENTS 
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Strategy to Address Issues of Greater than Local Concern 
Many of the major issues identified in Chapter 3 are issues of greater than local 
concern. Figure 5-5 illustrates key issues of greater than local concern that 
deserve a coordinated intergovernmental response if the quality of the landscape 
and the quality of life in Benzie County are to be preserved and enhanced. The 
fundamental principles presented in this Chapter recognize that 
intergovernmental cooperation is critical to implementation of the strategies in 
this Plan. The following key policies are also essential: 
• The Benzie County Comprehensive Plan shall be used as the general guide 

for preparing plans of various County agencies, local plans, capital 
improvement programs, land division and zoning regulations within the 
County. 

• The County Planning Commission shall review all proposed township plans, 
rezonings, capital improvements and land divisions for consistency with this 
Plan and all County regulations adopted consistent with it. 

• The County Planning Commission shall assist with and coordinate planning, 
zoning and infrastructure decisions with all units of government within the 
County, with all County, state and federal agencies operating within the 
County, and with all units of government that operate in jurisdictions which 
abut the County in a manner consistent with this Plan. 

• The County Planning Commission shall regularly share planning, land use 
and infrastructure information with all governmental units within and adjacent 
to Benzie County through a variety of formal and informal communication 
means. 

• The County Planning Commission shall continue to request, facilitate and 
welcome input from other local governments and governmental agencies, 
citizens and stakeholder groups working within or adjacent to the County prior 
to adoption or amendment of plans, projects, programs or regulations. 

• The County Planning Commission shall establish and implement procedures 
to prevent and/or resolve disputes related to land uses of greater than local 
concern. 

• The County Board of Commissioners should actively support the County 
Planning Commission, County Planning Department and other governmental 
units in the pursuit of the principles and policies of this Plan. 
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Figure 5-5 
ISSUES OF GREATER THAN LOCAL CONCERN 

 

 
 
 


