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Chapter Two 
WHAT LANDS TO PROTECT AND WHY 

 
PURPOSE 
The purpose of this Open Space and Natural Resources Protection Plan 
(OS&NRP Plan) is to guide the preservation of Benzie County’s open space and 
natural resources, key elements of the County’s character. Benzie County 
citizens and officials believe this 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 part of the Benzie County 2020 Comprehensive Plan.  
 
The value in the dual goals of preserving the character of the County and 
fostering a healthy economy is underscored in Balancing Nature and Commerce 
in Gateway Communities by Jim Howe, Ed McMahon and Luther Propst 
(prepared for the Conservation Fund and the Sonoran Institute and published by 
the Island Press in 1997. 1718 Connecticut Avenue NW, Suite 300, Washington, 
D.C. 20009). Benzie County is a gateway community by virtue of the Sleeping 
Bear Dunes National Lakeshore and State Forest lands. This book reports that 
multiple studies have shown the economies of communities that preserve their 
natural and cultural heritage consistently outperform those that do not. (See the 
sidebar on the next page for other benefits of preserving scenic and natural 
resources)  
 
Benzie County residents repeatedly have reported that they like to tell about life 
in the County to their children, grandchildren and others. As residents tell the 
story of this place, the landscape plays an important role. The grand views of 
Lake Michigan, the beautiful inland lakes, the sparkling Platte and Betsie Rivers, 
the forests, meadows and orchards are ingrained in the identity of Benzie 
County. The landscape is where residents build their homes, where they hunt 
and fish, where they hike, ski and snowmobile and where they find restoration of 
their spirits. 
 
Yet, the landscape is changing rapidly. The character and location of 
development in Benzie County are deteriorating the wildness, the restorative 
quality and beautiful setting for living, working and raising families. This change 
begs the question of “What story will future residents tell their children?” 
 
This OS&NRP Plan aims to stop the deterioration and preserve open space and 
natural resources for the present and future generations in Benzie County. 
 
There are five basic threats to open space and natural resources in Benzie 
County. See Map 8. These are: 
1. A relatively low price for land in agriculture and forestry areas that makes it 

easy for people to afford large tracts of land for future development. While it is 
important for land to be available for future development, it is the current 
pattern of this development that is destroying open space and natural 
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resource industries. A 
different pattern of 
development could 
protect those resources 
and still provide for a 
sustainable economy. 

2. High population 
pressure on certain 
areas of the County, 
especially Almira, 
Homestead, Inland and 
Platte Townships. This 
pressure generally 
comes from people who 
commute to Traverse 
City and find homes in 
Benzie County more 
affordable and with a 
quality of life (for now) 
better than that of 
sprawling Grand 
Traverse County. 
Again, it is the pattern 
of development of this 
influx of residents that 
is destroying open 
space, not necessarily 
the fact of their 
increase. 

3. Commercial zoning on US 31 east of Honor. This stretch of highway is one of 
the most highly traveled scenic corridors in the County. Commercial zoning 
without protective measures sets up this highway to become like the segment 
of US 31 from Chum’s Corners north into Traverse City–suburban in 
appearance with suburban traffic crash rates. A combination of access 
management measures, open space easements and design guidelines could 
provide for appropriate commercial development that still retains scenic 
qualities and prevents against traffic crashes. 

4. Piecemeal development along M-115. Slowly over the past decade, scattered 
parcels have been developed along both segments of M 115 in Benzie 
County. There has been more of this in the segment from US 31 to Frankfort 
than from Benzonia southeast to the County line. This scattered development 
is approaching the threshold of intensity that will destroy the north woods 
character along this corridor. As parcels between those previously developed 
begin to fill with new development, these segments too may acquire the visual 
character and traffic problems of the US 31 segment north of Chum’s 
Corners. 

 
Economic Benefits of Preserving Community 
Character (Open Space, Natural Resources and 
Historic Preservation) 
• A scenic highway generates between $30,000 and 

$35,000 per mile in tourist spending annually. 
• According to the Bank of America, states with strong 

environmental policies have enjoyed more economic 
growth than those with weak ones. 

• Wildlife-related tourism generates at least $60 billion a 
year for the U.S. economy. 

• Americans spend $18 billion per year on watching 
birds, three times what they spend on watching 
movies or sporting events. 

• It costs 4% less to rehabilitate an older building than to 
construct a new one and if demolition of an older 
building were required, the savings can be 16%. 

• If $1 million were invested in rehabilitation versus in 
new construction: $120,000 more will stay in the 
community, $34,000 more in retail sales in the 
community, $107,000 more in household incomes and 
up to 9 more construction jobs in the community. 

• Parks, greenways and trails increase nearby property 
values. 

• A community’s quality of life is an important factor in 
the decisions of corporations to locate, increasingly 
more so than other business factors. 

 
Source: Balancing Nature and Commerce in Gateway Communities 
by Jim Howe, Ed McMahon and Luther Propst (prepared for the 
Conservation Fund and the Sonoran Institute and published by the Island 
Press in 1997) 
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5. Ridgetop development above Crystal Lake and on other hills has started to 
destroy the north woods appearance of the County. As more parcels develop, 
a suburban look will prevail and few views to the lakes will be available to 
residents and visitors. 

 
Map 8 - Biggest Threats to Open Space and Natural Resources in Benzie 
County 
 

 
 

Graphic by Planning & Zoning Center, Inc. 2001 
 

This OS&NRP Plan provides instructions on how to protect open space and 
natural resources through four different approaches, listed below. Each of these 
approaches should be applied at the same time because no one approach is 
likely to work in every part of the County or in every situation. The OS&NRP Plan 
stresses that, for the most part, these approaches are voluntary. 
1. Promote continued voluntary efforts by landowners to protect open space and 

natural resources in Benzie County. Promote design guidelines that show 
property owners how to make their properties more scenic or contribute more 
to the north woods character of the County. Because design guidelines are a 
voluntary approach, they rely in part on the cooperation of property owners 
and also on the pressure from other landowners and citizens to develop 
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according to the guidelines. Design guidelines mostly apply to properties that 
will be at least partially developed or that have already been developed to 
some extent. 

2. Acquire the development rights or a conservation or scenic easement from 
the owners of key properties who are willing to sell those rights. 

3. Amend existing zoning ordinances to require that land development 
minimizes the destruction of open space and natural resources. 

4. Provide sewer and water to planned-for development nodes so there is 
adequate development opportunity in Frankfort and the villages. 

 
These approaches are discussed in greater detail in the remainder of this Plan. 
 
PROTECTION APPROACHES 
 
General Principles for Preservation of Open Space and Natural Resources 
The following discussion outlines the general concepts local officials, developers, 
property owners and others should use when planning or reviewing development 
of the land. These are also important concepts for any education program, which 
will be needed to insure success of the OS&NRP Plan. 
• Protect those lands that have the most impact on scenic, cultural and natural 

resources by setting them aside from development and placing development 
on other lands. The lands with the most impact are: 
• Sensitive environments such as wetlands, dunes and steep slopes, many 

of which are forested 
• The strip of land bordering road corridors, especially forests 
• Stream corridors and other ecological corridors (lands and water courses 

that provide food and habitat for animals and travel routes for species 
requiring a large territory). 

• When property owners develop large parcels, they should cluster 
development on land away from the road or viewshed and on the least 
sensitive portions of the property. 

• When property owners would like to develop portions of large agriculture or 
forest properties and still continue the previous use on the remainder, the 
developed area should neither conflict with the continued resource use nor 
disturb the natural and scenic resources on the land. 

• Seek voluntary property owner actions that will protect open space and 
natural resources on all properties because few properties can be purchased 
outright or easements or development rights obtained. The bulk of the 
responsibility of keeping Benzie County north-woods landscape, instead of 
urban, into the future, with small town character in the villages and small 
cities, lies with the good stewardship efforts of property owners. 

• Use thickets of vegetation to screen development as much as possible 
• Where existing vegetation (especially vegetation that screens or buffers) does 

not exist or can’t be saved, plant new vegetation like that naturally occurring 
in the region. See Appendix for list of plants. 
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• Minimize garish building and sign design and limit the number of signs to help 
nature predominate. 

• Purchase outright, or purchase development rights or easements to important 
scenic and natural resource properties.  
• An easement is a legal agreement that grants a particular use to a portion 

of a property. Utility line easements, pipeline easements, access 
easements are placed on properties all over the nation to allow someone 
else use of a portion of a property. A conservation easement grants use of 
a portion of a property for conservation, not development purposes. The 
specific nature of the agreement is detailed in legal documents. A scenic 
easement details the use of a portion of a property for the quality of its 
view and would prohibit activities that would detract from that view. Such 
detracting activities might include tree harvesting, installing billboards or 
certain types or styles of development. 

• Development rights are one of the “bundle” of rights, that attaches to 
property. Other rights include mineral rights, rights of use, deed 
restrictions and others. See Figure 4. The right to develop property can be 
separated from the “bundle” and sold or donated. The land can still be 
used for its current purpose and all other rights can still be sold. However, 
future owners cannot develop the land. For example, farm land from which 
development rights have been separated can still be farmed and can also 
be sold to someone else who can farm the land. One purpose of 
separating development rights is to reduce the tax burden on the land that 
might otherwise be taxed at a high rate, due to its development potential. 

• Promote PDR or conservation easement agreements that permit 
continued economic use on productive lands. 

• Target property acquisition to those parcels that are most valuable to 
continuation of a natural resource industry, to valued scenery or to cultural 
and historic values. 

• Obtain easements or development rights only to as many properties as 
can be managed by organizations willing to provide long-term care. 

• Communities should identify areas through the master planning process 
where an increase in development density is appropriate to make up for a 
reduction in development in open space and natural resource areas. Several 
such areas were identified in the Public Facilities and Services Report and the 
2020 Comprehensive Plan as development nodes. It is important that 
public sewer and water be provided to new development at an 
appropriate density within the designated areas. Failure to do so could 
jeopardize other efforts at protecting natural and scenic resources. 

• Lands protected should be in as large blocks as possible with limited 
irregularities in the shape of the boundaries. 

• Lands protected for resource values such as farm or forestland should have 
soils and a microclimate well suited for long term management as a farm or 
forest. 
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Figure 4 – Bundle of Development Rights 
 

 
Graphic by Planning & Zoning Center, Inc. 
 
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. These tools are referenced in Table 6.  
 
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. 
 
Conservation Easement. A conservation easement is a legal agreement in 
which the landowner retains ownership of private property but conveys 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. Often, the 
conservation easement covers a portion of the property, such as that designated 
as perpetual open space, although it can cover the entire property. A 
conservation easement does not have to permit public access to the property. A 
conservation easement can be either sold or donated. 
 
Conservation Subdivision. This is a development that provides the same 
number of building sites as permitted under zoning but retains substantial open 
space in one or more large blocks. It is a form of density zoning, that is also 
referred to as open space or cluster zoning. It usually works by establishing a 
maximum lot size that is smaller than the zoned density. For example, if a parcel 
is zoned at one unit per 10 acres but the maximum lot size is 3 acres, all the 
remaining land on the original parcel would be protected as open space. The 
open space can be used for farming, forestry, recreation, natural resource 
preservation or wildlife habitat. While each building lot is smaller than the original 
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10 acre zoning designation, each parcel has access to a far larger piece of open 
space than would be possible on 10 acres.  
 
Design Guidelines. These are instructions to property owners on how to 
develop their property in ways that help protect scenic and natural resources. 
Often these are illustrated. Design guidelines provide information on a better way 
to develop compared to the conventional way that has proved destructive of 
scenic and natural resources.  
 
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. These are 
referred to as in-holdings. An infill purchase 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). Sometimes the state or 
federal government will trade land it holds that is less important to its 
management objectives for those private in-holdings.  
 
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 credit on his state income tax. The program can also be applied to open 
space that is not in agriculture, but the tax benefits are different. 
 
PDR (Purchase of Development Rights). Each parcel of land has a number of 
rights attached to it, such as mineral rights, and the right to develop it is one that 
can be separated from the land and sold. PDR is the process by which 
development rights 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. 
 
Sand Dune Zoning. This is zoning that requires special use permits and site 
plan review for development in dune areas. There may be requirements for 
performance standards that deal with foundations, building heights, protection of 
slopes from erosion and use of native vegetation among others. These 
provisions would be adopted to help protect the sensitive ecosystems of dunes, 
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preserve the visual character of the dunes and to prevent erosion and blowing 
sand. 
 
Scenic Easement. This is similar to a conservation easement in that it is a legal 
agreement not to develop a portion of a property. In a scenic easement, the 
portion of a property protected is usually that most visible to most people. The 
scenic easement may provide for development on a less visible portion of the 
property. The purposes and management of an easement designed to protect 
scenic resources may be different than those of a conservation easement. An 
historic easement can be acquired on a site or structure that has historic 
significance. 
 
Shoreline Zoning. These regulations focus on various attributes of lakeshores 
and riverbanks. Typical provisions address development setbacks, vegetation 
strips, docks, boathouses, lights and keyhole access. 
 
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, where public 
services already exist, such as in or near a city or village. 
 
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, ground water recharge and 
habitat and food source for wildlife. Often, wetland ordinances include a setback 
provision so that development does not destroy wetland function due to the 
damaging affect of clearing, construction and building materials. 
 
Zoning for Exclusive Use. This type of zoning encourages a particular use, 
such as agriculture or forestry as a use by right for a particular area and either 
prohibits other uses, or allows some by special use permit following a more 
rigorous review of a permit application. Exclusive agricultural zoning establishes 
large minimum acreage requirements for non-farm rural residences and generally 
prohibits nonfarm dwellings.  
 
Zoning for Low Intensity Use. A Zoning Map will identify different zones in 
which development of varying intensity is most appropriate. Certain sensitive 
areas should be zoned for a lower intensity use so that valuable scenic and 
natural resources are not damaged. Commercial, industrial and high density 
residential land uses can be high intensity land uses. Recreation can be an 
example of a low intensity use. 
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Zoning for Planned Development in Strategic Locations. The Zoning 
Ordinance should reflect the Comprehensive Plan of a community and provide 
for the most dense development where it will be close to public services and 
transportation and where it will not destroy scenic and natural resources that the 
community depends upon. 
 
 
RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
The OS&NRP Plan recommends that the County follow the approaches outlined 
above by: 
1. Promoting continued voluntary efforts to protect open space and natural 

resources in Benzie County by: 
• Actively pursuing an education program on the benefits of protecting open 

space and natural resources and how to go about doing so. 
• Promoting the widespread application of design guidelines that serve to 

protect scenic and natural resources. 
2. Establishing a County program to acquire development rights and scenic and 

conservation easements. This requires that the County: 
• Adopt a PDR ordinance 
• Pass a County millage to fund purchases or find another sizable pool of 

funds from donations or other sources 
• 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 to acquire 
development rights and scenic and conservation easements. The Grand 
Traverse Land Conservancy is one organization that plays an important 
role in protecting lands in Benzie and neighboring Counties. 

3. Developing a transfer of development rights (TDR) program to permit 
transferring developments from OS&NR areas to land in areas sewered or 
serviceable by adequate public services. 

4. Adopting the following zoning ordinance provisions: 
• Conservation Subdivision or Open Space Communities 
• Wetlands and other sensitive area regulations (The County has already 

drafted a wetlands ordinance and is considering a stormwater ordinance) 
• Agriculture and forest resources protection regulations 
• Access management regulations 
• Improved sign and landscaping regulations. 

 
The tools listed above are described in more detail later in this OS&NRP Plan. 
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PROPERTIES RECOMMENDED FOR PROTECTION 
 
It is important for taxpayers to recognize that there are not enough financial 
resources to purchase the development rights to all of the scenic, open space 
and natural resource private property in Benzie County, even if all those property 
owners were willing. A combination of federal and State PDR programs, a 
County millage and private contributions to conservancies would still not provide 
enough funds. Therefore, there is a need to prioritize the use of the financial 
resources are available. While donations of easements and property rights could 
expand the area protected, there are a limited number of property owners in a 
position to do that and a limit to the number of properties that can be accepted 
for management. Transfer of development rights holds a lot of promise, but 
requires state enabling legislation and an active market with ample receiving 
areas. Therefore, other approaches such as design guidelines and zoning will 
need to be employed. 
 
Map 9 illustrates the areas of the highest priority for protection. These include the 
lands along the highest risk scenic corridors, large agricultural and forestry 
parcels and ecological corridors.  
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Map 9 - Highest Priority Areas to Protect in Benzie County 
 

 
 
Graphic by Planning & Zoning Center, Inc. 2001 
 
IMPORTANT NOTES to MAP 9:  
• It is NOT the intent of the OS & NRP 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 things you 
can do to help protect scenic quality and natural resources.  
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• Acquisition 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. 

• There is something every property owner can do to protect scenic and natural 
resources, regardless of your location. See the section on design guidelines 
in Chapter 3. 

 
A corridor along the ridge between Crystal and Platte lakes was long ago 
designated as a Federal Scenic Corridor. Due to local opposition at that time and 
a lack of funds, this corridor was never implemented. Given the current threats to 
scenic quality and the economic importance of Benzie County as a gateway 
community, the OS&NRP Plan Committee recommends that the Federal Scenic 
Corridor be implemented. The approximate route of the corridor is shown on Map 
9. It is important that the route selected not destroy the ridge top view from the 
ground. 
 
Specific places, shown on the landmarks map, Map 5, are also important to 
protect but do not show at the scale of Map 9. It is important to note that it is not 
the intent of the County to acquire easements in all of the lands shaded on the 
map. This map shows where the County will focus its efforts. Also note that some 
of the ecological corridor land is already under state or Federal ownership. 
 
The OS&NRP Plan lays out a set of priorities for protection. The priority list that 
follows is a guide for local officials to use in applying limited resources. It also 
helps land owners understand where their property fits in the effort to protect 
open space and natural resources and what types of land (or interests in land) 
local governments and other organizations will most want to acquire.  
 
Criteria for Selecting and Prioritizing Properties and Qualities of Properties 
to Protect 
 
Because there are limited funds available for acquiring land and development 
rights and easements in land, criteria were developed to prioritize properties. The 
County will have the greatest return on the investment in land if the properties 
most valued for open space or natural resources are acquired first.  
 
The criteria that follow were developed based on citizen input during the futuring 
town meetings that preceded the County Plan in 1996 and in discussions with the 
OS&NRPP Committee. They are also based on criteria used for acquiring open 
space and natural resource lands by local governments, states and the federal 
government around the country. 
 
Map 9 identifies priority properties for protection through voluntary actions of 
landowners, fee-simple purchase, purchase of easements or purchase or 
transfer of development rights. An effort should be made to quickly identify those 
landowners who do not wish to voluntarily keep their land in an undeveloped 
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state for a specified period (e.g. 15-25 years) as well as those who may be 
interested in selling soon. As funds become available, the property owners who 
are interested in selling should be approached regarding their interest in selling, 
either on a fee simple basis, or by means of a conservation easement or some or 
all of the development rights. In some cases, land swaps may also be feasible, 
especially where state and federal land is involved. 
 
Persons whose property, especially if it is a large property, is located in the 
shaded area on the map can also approach the County Planning Department if 
interested in protecting their property. 
 
Priority Properties 
In an effort to help local officials and citizens in using protection funds wisely, 
Table 5 was prepared to list the priorities for acquiring properties or development 
rights for protection. The categories of properties on Table 5 are the highest 
priority for protection.  
 
Property owners can review Table 5 and see what categories of properties the 
Benzie Land Preservation Board will have as the highest priorities. Property 
owners whose land is not in a priority area on Map 9 and/or not a high priority 
category according to Table 5 but who are interested in protecting their land (or 
in land preservation in general) should still contact the Benzie Land Preservation 
Board. The Benzie Land Preservation Board may wish to obtain the development 
rights or other interests in the land: 
• Because the Board may wish to hold the land for a period of time. This may 

be because there are no other willing sellers at that time and the land may be 
useful in a future trade, or for future sale to raise funds or for future sale to a 
different recreation or preservation group. If the property owner is interested 
in donating the land, the Board may wish to sell the land in the future to raise 
funds. 

• The Board may know of another preservation group interested in that 
category of land. 

• The Board may be able to advise the landowner of other approaches to at 
least partial preservation that may also provide income to the landowner, 
such as conservation development. 

 
No one, land preservation tool fits all landowners. Each landowner will likely have 
a different interest in the future use of their land and each landowner, individual 
financial needs. Landowners should contact the Land Preservation Board, other 
conservation organizations and estate planning experts to become aware of the 
range of options and what would best fit their needs. A landowner expecting a 
particular future disposition of their land could find another course even more 
lucrative, depending on current tax law and landowner’s situation.  
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Table 6 matches potential landowner interests with the protection tools most 
likely to be effective in Benzie County. It also broadly lists potential benefits to 
landowners and the community. 
 
Figure 5 - Benzie County Protection Priorities 
 

 
 
 
 
Note that no one category is a higher priority than another. Protection efforts in 
all categories should be ongoing. While no category should be forgotten at the 
expense of another, there will be opportunities that arise that suggest County 
financial and personnel resources be directed toward one category at a particular 
time. 
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Table 5 – Most Important Lands to Protect 
 

Priority Rationale 
Land along major 
transportation corridors 

These lands define the character of the County as it is experienced 
by residents and visitors. 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. 

US 31 Honor to Grand 
Traverse County 

Local commercial zoning and recent development trends make this the 
most threatened corridor segment in the County. 

US 31 Honor to Manistee 
County 

This is a fairly high traffic-volume route with scenic qualities remaining. 

M-115 Both segments (from County line to US 31 and from Benzonia to 
Frankfort) have portions with high scenic quality remaining. Pockets of 
development are limited but near the threshold of diminishing scenic 
quality of the corridors.  

Particularly scenic spots along 
other corridors and view 
properties 

Certain locations and views were identified by citizens as important scenic 
resources. View properties are those that will provide residents and 
visitors the highest quality scenic views of the Benzie landscape of hills, 
valleys and lakes. 

  
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 Different types of wetlands provide many benefits. Marsh and forested 
wetlands filter water. Floodplains store stormwater. Forested, marsh and 
open water wetlands provide breeding places and food supply for many 
species. 

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

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. Many wetlands are located 
within floodplains. Floodplain vegetation, that can include annuals, 
perennials, shrub and forest species, is very important in maintaining 
fisheries in the streams and rivers. 

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. 
These corridors don’t function well if broken by urbanized land and wildlife 
diversity would also decline. 

Inland lakes and rivers Land along inland lakes and rivers are particularly prone to clearing and 
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 Bluff stabilization is important for segments of Lake Michigan shoreline 
where high rates of erosion are likely. Bluff recession is inevitable but can 
be slowed by wise management and protection. Armoring of the Lake 
Michigan shore tends to accelerate recession of un-armored bluffs and 
armored sections once the armoring ages. The Lake Michigan shoreline 
is a major tourist attraction and ecological corridor in Benzie County. 
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Table 5 – Most Important Lands to Protect, Continued. 

Priority Rationale 
Farms and forests in rapidly 
developing areas  

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 
could threaten those farmers and forest owners intending to remain in 
business due to the impacts on land values and taxes from new residents.  

Almira Township These farms are clustered in one area, and represent significant natural 
resource lands and open space in the most rapidly growing township in 
the County. 

View properties in Joyfield and 
Almira Townships 

If some of these are not retained as open space, important scenic views 
from County roads will be lost to the public in the future, and unique 
cherry growing land will disappear. 

  
Private in-holdings in State 
land  

Managing state lands for forestry and recreation is difficult where there 
are private in-holdings. State Forest land in Benzie County is particularly 
fragmented, with an uneven edge and many private parcels surrounded 
by publicly owned land. It is easier 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. 

  
Historic/Cultural Places These 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. They should be protected 
as the opportunity arises. 

 
An example of a priority protection parcel is the “Green Point Dunes” property 
just north of Lower Herring Lake between M-22 and Lake Michigan. It fits two 
priority categories. This property is part of an important ecological corridor, 
contains high quality dunes and is forested. It is also along an important scenic 
corridor, M-22. 
 
Table 6 on page 48 looks at natural resources and open space protection from 
the landowner’s perspective. Each option is presented instead of selling all the 
land for development into lots where often the only open space is in yards and 
the only natural resources protected are small garden plots. It lists categories of 
land, such as large agriculture or forest and the various interests those owners 
may have for the property in the future. Those interests, such as long-term 
protection or development for income represent the intent that Benzie County 
landowners reported in surveys conducted in the spring of 2001. Table 6 also 
lists potential benefits to both the landowner and the community of open space 
and natural resource protection approaches the landowner (sometimes in 
cooperation with the County or other organization) could apply. For a brief 
description of protection tools, see the list earlier in this chapter. For a more 
detailed description, see Chapter 3. 
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Table 6 - Open Space and Natural Resource Protection Options from the 
Landowner’s Perspective 
 

Landowner Interest What are the 
Most Viable 
Protection Tools 
Available? 

Benefit to Landowner Benefit to Community 

• Keep on with farming or 
forestry for livelihood 

• PA 116 
• Commercial 

Forest 
Reserve Act 

• Local Zoning 

• Continued income from the 
land 

• A reduction in property 
taxes with PA 116 or CFA 

• Continued economic 
benefit from 
business activity 

• Open space 
protected 

• Local production of 
food or wood 
products 

• Owner of large parcel of 
farm or forest with scenic 
view of Lake Michigan or 
inland lake 

• Prefers open space or 
natural resource use into 
future 

• Does not need income 
from sale of land for 
retirement 

• Donate a 
Conservation 
Easement 

• Exclusive 
Local Zoning 

• Open space and/or natural 
resource values protected. 

• Substantial tax benefit. 
• Heirs less likely to have to 

sell property due to 
lowered estate taxes. 

• Prevents the creation of 
incompatible land uses on 
nearby land. 

• Important views 
protected and ridge 
tops less developed. 

• Open space or 
natural resources 
protected. 

• Minimizes scattered 
development in rural 
areas. 

• Owner of large parcel of 
farm or forest with scenic 
view of Lake Michigan or 
inland lake 

• Prefers open space or 
natural resource use into 
future 

• Needs income from sale 
of land for retirement 

• Fee Simple 
Purchase by 
Conservancy 
or public 
agency 

• PDR 
(Purchase of 
Development 
Rights)  

• TDR 
(Transfer of 
Development 
Rights) 

• Landowner captures 
development value of the 
property. 

• With PDR or TDR, 
landowner may invest 
payment and still receive 
income from continued use 
of land (also heirs benefit 
due to lowered estate 
taxes). 

• Important views 
protected and ridge 
tops less developed. 

• Open space or 
natural resources 
use continued. 

• Owner of large parcel of 
farm or forest with scenic 
view of Lake Michigan or 
inland lake 

• Would like to develop 
property for incremental or 
one-time income 

• Conservation 
Subdivision 

• Landowner can receive 
one-time sell-off payment 
or can sell lots over time on 
clustered plat. 

• A portion of the 
important views are 
protected and ridge 
tops may be less 
developed than they 
could be. 

• Some open spaces 
or natural resources 
are protected. 

• Clustering limits 
increase in public 
service burden. 

• Owner of large parcel of 
farm or forest without 
special scenic view 

• Prefers open space or 
natural resource use into 
future 

• Does not need income 
from sale of land for 
retirement 

• Donated 
Conservation 
Easement 

• Exclusive 
Local Zoning 

• Open space and/or natural 
resource values protected. 

• Substantial tax benefit. 
• Heirs less likely to have to 

sell property due to 
lowered estate taxes. 

• Prevents creation of 
incompatible land uses on 
nearby land. 

• Open space and/or 
natural resources 
protected. 

Table 6 Continued 
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Landowner Interest What are the 
Most Viable 
Protection Tools 
Available? 

Benefit to Landowner Benefit to Community 

• Owner of large parcel of 
farm or forest without 
special scenic view 

• Prefers open space or 
natural resource use into 
distant future 

• Needs income from sale 
of land for retirement 

• Conservation 
Easement or 
PDR 

• TDR 

• Landowner captures 
development value of the 
property. 

• With Conservation 
Easement, PDR or TDR, 
landowner may invest 
payment and still receive 
income from continued use 
of land (also heirs benefit 
due to lowered estate 
taxes). 

• A portion of open 
space and/or natural 
resources protected. 

• Owner of large parcel of 
farm or forest without 
special scenic view 

• Prefers to develop 
property for incremental or 
one-time income 

• Conservation 
Subdivision 

• Landowner can receive 
one-time sell-off payment 
or can sell lots over time on 
clustered plat. 

• Problem may be lack of 
interest due to location. 

• A portion of open 
space and/or natural 
resources protected. 

• Reduced public 
service burden due 
to clustering in 
Conservation 
Subdivision. 

• Owner of large parcel 
along heavily traveled 
corridor 

• In a position to donate an 
easement 

• Donate a 
Scenic 
Easement 

• Design 
Guidelines 

• Zoning for 
low intensity 
use. 

• Tax benefit 
• Pride in property aesthetics 
• Prevent the creation of 

incompatible nearby uses. 

• Improved community 
appearance and 
open space 
preserved. 

• Potential reduction 
in traffic crashes 
depending on 
guidelines 
implemented. 

• Owner of large parcel 
along heavily traveled 
corridor 

• Not in a position to donate 
an easement 

• Sell a Scenic 
Easement 

• Design 
Guidelines 

• Zoning for 
planned 
development 
in strategic 
locations. 

• A one-time payment for 
sale of easement. 

• Possibly a continuing tax 
benefit. 

• Pride in property 
aesthetics. 

• Potential opportunity to 
concentrate planned 
development on part of 
property. 

 

• Improved community 
appearance and 
open space 
preserved. 

• Prevention of strip 
development. 

• Potential reduction 
in traffic crashes 
depending on 
guidelines 
implemented. 

• Owner of large parcel 
surrounding or adjacent to 
State or Federal Land 

• Infill 
purchase or 
trade by 
State or 
Federal 
Government 

• Income or new property. • Improved capacity to 
manage public 
property for multiple 
public uses. 

• Likely improved 
wildlife habitat. 

• Owner of large shoreline 
parcel 

• Conservation 
Easement 

• Conservation 
Subdivision 

• Shoreline 
Zoning 

• Conservation easement 
could result in income or 
tax benefit. 

• Conservation subdivision 
could result in income. 

• Protection of scenic 
character of shoreline. 

• Conservation 
easement could 
result in income or 
tax benefit. 

• Conservation 
subdivision could 
result in income. 

• Protection of scenic 
character of 
shoreline. 

Table 6 Continued 
Landowner Interest What are the Benefit to Landowner Benefit to Community 
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Most Viable 
Protection Tools 
Available? 

• Owner of large parcel with 
extensive wetlands or 
sand dunes 

• Conservation 
Easement 

• Conservation 
Subdivision 

• Sand dune 
or wetland 
zoning. 

• Conservation easement 
could result in income or 
tax benefit. 

• Conservation subdivision 
could result in income. 

• Preserves wetland or dune 
character of contiguous 
property. 

• Conservation 
easement could 
result in income or 
tax benefit. 

• Conservation 
subdivision could 
result in income. 

• Preserves wetland 
or dune character of 
contiguous property. 

• Owner of partially 
developed large parcel 
along travel corridor 

• Sell or 
donate 
Scenic 
Easement 

• Design 
Guidelines 

• Zoning for 
planned 
development 
in strategic 
locations. 

• A one-time payment for 
sale of easement. 

• Possibly a continuing tax 
benefit. 

• Tax benefit for donation of 
easement. 

• Pride in property 
aesthetics. 

• Opportunities to 
concentrate planned 
development on part of 
property. 

 

• Improved community 
appearance and 
open space 
preserved. 

• Prevention of strip 
development. 

• Potential reduction 
in traffic crashes 
depending on 
guidelines 
implemented. 

• Owner of historic property • Scenic or 
Historic 
Easement 

• Design 
Guidelines 

• Possibly a continuing tax 
benefit. 

• Tax benefit for donation of 
easement. 

• Pride in property 
aesthetics. 

 

• Improved community 
appearance 

• Cultural heritage 
preserved. 

 

 
 
Maps of Resources 
There are a number of resource maps that serve as a basis for identifying and 
prioritizing parcels to protect. The County land use/cover map, a series of GIS 
layers, prepared based on 1997 aerial photography, identifies where certain 
resource category lands exist. This map can be seen at the County Planning 
Department.  However, it does not provide a great deal of information on whether 
those lands should be protected. That requires a combination of pieces of 
mapped information. Among the resource maps available for Benzie County are 
the following: 
• Existing agricultural land. This information is available on the Benzie County 

1997 Land Use /Cover Map (Benzie County 2020 Comprehensive Plan) and 
on the tax class maps of each township (both can be seen at the County 
Planning Department) prepared for the OS&NRP Plan. The 1997 Land 
Use/Cover Map indicates land that is in active agriculture. It also indicates 
different types of agriculture, such as orchards, pasture and other types. To 
some extent, land moves out of and into agriculture that may have been some 
other land use or cover when the photos were taken, but the number of acres 
of change is low.  
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• Existing forestry land. This information is available on the Benzie County 
1997 Land Use /Cover Map. It indicates land that has forest as a land cover, 
not necessarily that it is being actively managed for forestry purposes. Land 
that is being managed for forestry is indicated on the tax class maps of each 
township prepared for the OS&NRP Plan and maintained by the County 
Planning Department. 

• Existing sensitive environments. Sensitive lands include wetlands, 
floodplains, dunes and steep slopes. The 1997 land use cover maps indicates 
wetlands and dunes. Topography maps indicate steep slopes and can often 
be interpreted for floodplains. Steep slopes and floodplain maps were 
prepared as part of the 2020 Comprehensive Plan from topographic maps, 
were included in the Comprehensive Plan and are included here. Floodplain 
maps are also prepared by FEMA for communities who ask for them but not 
all Benzie County communities have asked for these maps to be prepared. 
See Map 3, Steep Slopes. Floodplains are largely represented by the 
ecological corridors on Map 2. A Sensitive Lands Map was included in the 
background report for the 2020 Comprehensive Plan: Sensitive Lands and 
Water Resources Report. 

• Key viewsheds. Viewsheds were mapped from citizen input regarding special 
and valuable views in Benzie County. (Map 1). The viewshed mapping for this 
OS&NRP Plan shows general view sweeps. A more accurate computer map 
of viewsheds should be completed using computer mapping technology and 
digital topography. This will better show views and view shadows (areas of 
landscape not visible within a view). 

• Key historic and cultural facilities. This map was produced using public input 
and shows points where citizens value historic buildings and places. 

 
Database of Priority Properties for Protection 
The Benzie County Planning Department maintains a database of parcel 
information on priority properties for protection. This database serves as a 
resource for land acquisition (or interests in land) when funds become available. 
Landowners will be contacted to determine if they are interested in selling, if they 
do not contact the County first. 
 
 

 


