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CITY OF BIG RAPIDS 
PLANNING COMMISSION MINUTES 

JANUARY 17, 2018 
 

Acting Chairperson Vogel called the January 17, 2018, regular meeting of the Planning 
Commission to order at 6:30 p.m. 
 
PLEDGE OF ALLEGIANCE 
 
PRESENT  Renato Cerdena, Paul Jackson, Chris Jane, Rory Ruddick, Tim Vogel, Bill Yontz 
 
EXCUSED John Schmidt 
 
ABSENT  
 
ALSO PRESENT   Mark Sweppenheiser, Neighborhood Services Director 
                                 Cindy Plautz, Neighborhood Services Coordinator 
 
There were 9 people in the audience. 
 
APPROVAL OF MINUTES 
 
Motion was made by Paul Jackson, seconded by Chris Jane, to approve the minutes of the 
December 20, 2017, meeting of the Planning Commission as presented. 
Motion passed with all in favor. 
 
PUBLIC COMMENT NOT RELATED TO ITEMS ON THE AGENDA 
 
None heard. 
 
PUBLIC HEARINGS  
 
Recommendation on a requested Map Amendment to rezone 830 Water Tower Road from 
C-1 to R-3. 
 
Sweppenheiser introduced the request saying that the proposed development is a multi-family 
residential development of 120 units.  The development will also need a Conditional Use Permit 
for a PUD and Site Plan Review resulting in additional recommendations to the City 
Commission.  This request, if granted, will change the Zoning Map.  The Planning Commission 
will make a recommendation to the City Commission for approval.   
 
Sweppenheiser outlined the four Standards to consider a Zoning Amendment as follows: 
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1. The use requested shall be consistent with and promote the intent and purpose of this       

Ordinance. 
2. The proposed use will ensure that the land use or activity authorized shall be compatible 

with adjacent land uses, the natural environment, and the capabilities of public services 
affected by the proposed land use. 

3. The land use sought is consistent with the public health, safety, and welfare of the City of 
Big Rapids. 

4. The proposed use is consistent with the City Master Plan or a determination that the plan 
in not applicable due to a mistake in the plan, changes in relevant conditions or changes 
in relevant plan policies.  
 

He explained that this property has been available for a long time and has gone undeveloped.  He 
shared an excerpt from the City’s Master Plan that outlines a population goal to work towards 
creating a steady increase by providing a range of opportunities.  He read the following: 
 
This goal is included in the Master Plan since growth is essential if the City is going to be able to 
adequately address many of the other goals established in the plan.  Housing cannot improve if 
there is no demand for more and improved housing, the economy cannot grow if there is not a 
ready supply of workers, improvements to the transportation network cannot be made if the 
demand is not present, the downtown cannot be improved if the population is not great enough to 
support improvements, and facilities and services cannot be maintained without maintaining the 
population to support funding the facilities and services.  Of course, a balance rate of growth is 
necessary to ensure that Big Rapids does not lose its small-town character.  The particular goal 
of population growth did not emerge as a major need of the community during the public 
participation phase of the planning process, but growth (or at least maintaining the existing 
population) is necessary if the City wants to be able to sustain (or improve) its current quality of 
life that depends on providing residents and businesses with an adequate level of affordable 
services and facilities. 
 
He also read the Short-Term Actions section of the Master Plan under Housing.  It reads as 
follows: 
 
The Planning Commission will work with the City Commission, City Staff, and the Housing 
Commission to expand housing opportunities for all types of households by defining areas 
appropriate for housing development in the Master Plan and making any necessary amendments 
to the Zoning Ordinance that encourage quality development or redevelopment of housing.  This 
would include housing to accommodate the needs of families, senior citizens, students, 
professional, and others to allow for a varied population in the City.  Encourage a broad range of 
housing values to ensure success. 
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Staff supprts the Planning Commission’s recommendation of  approval to the City Commission 
for the Map Amendment request to change the zoning at 830 Water Tower Road from C-1 to R-
3. 
 
Acting Chair Vogel opened Public Hearing for Map Amendment at 6:40p.m. 
 
Applicant Statement 
 
Attorney Mark Warba, 627 Woodward, represented applicants Justin Farris and Steve Emmons 
of Spectra.  He has lived in Big Rapids since 1984.  He stated that 830 Water Tower Road is 
located just north of Perry and is zoned C-1.  Even though this property has been available for  
C-1 development all along, it has not been developed as such.  The C-1 zone allows general 
retail establishments, personal service establishments, retail establishments marketing primarily 
convenience goods, and office establishments.  From these permitted uses, he used a grocery 
store as an example citing that a grocery store would bring quite a bit of extra traffic to the area.  
He also stated that there is limited frontage on Perry Avenue that any business would need to 
promote its business.  Spectra Big Rapids LLC has made an offer to purchase the property 
contingent upon the Map Amendment and ability to obtain a Conditional Use Permit. 
 
There are five opportunities for the public to comment on this development request.  The first 
opportunity was an informational meeting presented by Spectra on January 9th.  The second is 
this evenings Public Hearing on the Map Amendment to rezone from C-1 to R-3.  At the 
February 5th City Commission meeting, the Commission will consider the Planning 
Commission’s recommendation on the Map Amendment and review the development’s sketch 
plan.  On February 21st, the Planning Commission will review the site plan and Planned Unit 
Development request and that recommendation will go to the City Commission on March 5th for 
a decision. 
 
Warba stated that a Planned Unit Development (PUD) is only allowed in an R-3 zone. Spectra is 
also interested in being allowed to develop its residential units as a PUD.  It allows the developer 
to make a tradeoff between green space and required parking spaces and involves other 
contingencies.  He stated that the Map Amendment is not spot zoning as it will complement and 
enhance the area. 
 
The development is not limited to students only, it will contain four, two, and one-bedroom 
units.  The City is in need of nice housing near City amenities.  Lately, development has 
happened outside the City limits rather than inside. 
 
The applicants propose a $17,000,000 investment in the City and are not seeking a tax 
abatement.  There is a $250,000 annual property tax projection and 10 jobs will be created. 
 
Warba stated that he is aware of concerns about the possibility of increased traffic on Bailey, 
Ridgeview, Fuller and Woodward.  He believes traffic in these areas is already a concern and it 
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should be addressed.  Public Safety will need to be involved and he suggested using speed 
trailers to inform motorists of their speed, and posting additional signage such as stop signs, 
speed limit signs and “Slow – Children Playing” signs.   
 
The C-1 zone allows 2 entrances per parcel but the R-3 only allows one.  Approval of a PUD will 
allow for 2entrances in the R-3 zone.  It is thought that to receive a permit from MDOT to create 
an entrance on Perry is not feasible. 
 
Justin Farris, Co-founder of Spectra, 1112 Fox Hollow Road, New Castle, Indiana, stated that he 
loves college towns and they are not using tax credits, and are not accepting subsidies.  They will 
charge market rate rents and will expect all tenants who qualify to follow guidelines.  Spectra 
employs an analysis team who reviews applicable markets all over the United States.  They 
found Big Rapids to be favorable as the proposed location is close to stores, restaurants, FSU and 
the downtown.  They are seeking the change in zoning to allow residential development.  If 
granted and the plans pass, they would start construction in May and project an August 2019 
completion date.  They do not have an in-house construction team but would use local 
contractors. 
 
They have developments all over the United States and have recently completed one in South 
Carolina.  They also have developments in Florida and Notre Dame. These residential units are 
occupied by all types of tenants. 
 
Farris stated the proposed plan is a $17,000,000 apartment complex that will generate 
approximately $250,000 in property taxes to the City.  They will not ask for any abatements.   
 
Steve Emmons, Vice President of Development for Spectra, added that there are 8 buildings and 
they will break them up with green space.  They are environmentally friendly and will create a 
bike path, bus stop and extend the sidewalk along Water Tower to Perry Avenue.  The complex 
will include a club house with a fire place, fitness area, lounge space, study space and meeting 
spaces.  They plan to add grills and would like the development to have a community feel.  The 
buildings will be attractive and a nice addition to the neighborhood.  There will be 120 units 
made up of 4, 2 and 1 bedrooms offered at market rate of approximately $700 for one bedroom, 
$1,000 for two bedroom and $2,000 for 4 bedroom units.  All utilities except electricity are 
included.  Utilities will include free internet.  
 
Garages will not be provided.  The developers opted for more greenspace over providing 
garages.  The only storage areas available to tenants will be those inside the units within 
hallways and closets.    
 
When asked if the leases will contain restrictions, Emmons said they will not allow Air B& B’s 
or short term sub-leases.  They may be open to a master lease situation where an entity like FSU 
or the Hospital signs a lease but then rents it to in-coming employees for a certain amount of 
time.   
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Emmons said they do not have an inhouse construction division but have a general contractor out 
of Grand Rapids.  They intend to use local labor and suppliers for the project. 
 
Warba added that Public Safety has reviewed the layout and has made recommendations.  The 
buildings will be sprinkled. There also be a playground area.  Future meetings will give the City 
and the public more opportunities to review the plans. 
 
Those Who Spoke in Favor of the Project 
 
David Miller, 900 Woodward, stated he owns the storage units across the street (825 Water 
Tower Road) from the proposed development.  The driveway to the storage units receives a lot 
or usage as a short cut to and from the strip mall.  He suggested that maybe a light on Perry 
Avenue may be needed to help control added traffic. 
 
He would like to increase his storage business and add a U-Haul business to this location.  He 
believes the proposed development would be good for his business.  He would like to see good 
use of the land and feels that the R-3 designation is not inconsistent with the area.  He feels 
people from the residential development will use Perry Avenue and perhaps Fuller to get to their 
destinations.  
 
Those Who Spoke in Opposition 
 
Jack Fraser, 522 Bailey, stated he is the third property to the north off of Fuller.  A lot of his 
neighbors are currently down south or at church tonight and he feels they would be here 
otherwise.  He reminded his audience that there has been a lot of history centered around rezoing 
a large property off of Fuller to accommodate a residential development.  His neighborhood has 
experienced the noise coming from the existing student housing off of Fuller. 
 
Fraser referenced the Tioga Park project off of Baldwin that started out as a condominium 
development that turned into student housing after the condominiums didn’t sell.   Consequently, 
the owner added even more student units.  Fraser pointed out that there may be a sewer problem 
and questioned the need for a lift station for the new development.  Emmons said that a civil 
engineer has looked at the need for a lift station and decided it wasn’t needed, but if so, they are 
willing to install one. 
 
Fraser wondered how many tenants can reside at the site and he was told there will be 120 units 
with approximately 300 tenants.  Fraser wondered that if this property is allowed to be developed 
in this manner, will the property off of Fuller follow suit.  He wishes to protect his property and 
the family neighborhood in which he lives. 
 
Sweppenheiser responded that the City looks at the Fuller property differently.  The Fuller 
property does not have the buffer area that the Water Tower property will have. 
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Fraser is worried about the added traffic and possible noise of a residential development.  The 
noise could be a problem in the summer. 
 
Kristi Chipman, 409 Bailey, stated that her husband attended the informational meeting held by 
Spectra.  She has three children and feels that the traffic is too fast on her street.  Others that live 
there feel the same.  She stated that she likes Ferris State, but feels student residences need to be 
kept separate from family residences.  She feels security is a problem. In respect to the 4-
bedroom units Spectra will offer, she feels that the rent of $2,000 will keep families from 
renting.    She also feels that young drivers are more dangerous than more seasoned drivers. 
 
Written or Telephonic Correspondence Received by Staff 
 
David Albin, 506 Bailey was concerned about increased traffic in the area.   
 
Applicant Rebuttal 
 
Warba stated that in order to control traffic in the area, perhaps stop lights are needed at Fuller 
and Bailey, and Fuller and State.  A light is also needed at Water Tower and Perry, but the State 
will not allow it.  He agreed with Fraser that the traffic on Bailey is bad.  Perhaps there should be 
sidewalks on Bailey Drive.  Having a bus stop on the Water Tower property should help with 
some of the traffic. 
 
The property on Water Tower is one of the last within City limits to be developed.  He said that 
this development is not intended for students only, but has a broader market.  The student 
population has changed and it seems they are now more responsible.   
  
Warba feels this is a good opportunity for the City and we should move forward to approve the 
Map Amendment. 
 
Acting Chairperson Vogel closed the Public Hearing at 7:53 p.m. and the Commission 
entered into Fact Finding. 
 
Yontz said that his neighborhood also sees a lot of traffic and there is a need to work with Public 
Safety.  A light is needed at Water Tower and Perry if this development goes through.  He 
suggested contacting our State Representative to help push the issue.  He believes we need to 
look toward the future and what is best for the City and he stated that the kid’s safety is 
important but it is not the responsibility of the developer. 
 
Jackson stated that this is a good proposal.  If the project goes through he agrees that traffic will 
be a problem and a traffic light at Water Tower and Perry would be a good idea.  Water Tower 
will be seeing a lot of increased traffic and he wondered if the road itself can withstand the extra 
use.  He also suggested developing part of Sattler Square as an alternative street or through-way 
to Perry.  He agrees that safety is an issue.  He stated that the set back on building B may be a 
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problem and wondered why they are going for a PUD.  Sweppenheiser answered by saying the 
PUD designation will allow for more green space vs. parking.  A PUD is allowed by conditional 
use in the R-3 zone. The proposed location is one of the largest undeveloped parcels in the City 
and is considered the best fit for the development. 
 
Jackson wondered what they will do with snow on the property.  They will either plow it unto 
the greenspace or haul it off the property. The developers do not want to take up parking spaces 
for snow. 
 
There will be 40 units without stairs within the development. 
 
Ruddick questioned water utilities and asked how surface water will be handled.  Emmons said 
they don’t want any issues and they will figure out how all will be handled.  Ruddick agrees that 
these apartments will end up being student housing to which Emmons said they are designed to a 
higher level and they don’t want riff-raff.  Tenants will have to abide by the rules in the leases 
and they expect less problems.  Rents are designed to be higher.  Farris added that it will come 
down to how the complex is managed.  The hope to attract serious students and grad students. 
 
Warba added that older people need places to live where they don’t need to tend to their lawns or 
deal with snow or they may leave the City.  He believes the condominiums at Tioga Park were 
overpriced and that is why they didn’t sell. 
 
Ruddick stated that he shares the safety concerns and the developers and the City need to work 
with Public Safety.  Stop signs are needed and they need to be monitored.  A stop light is needed 
at Perry and the State should be forced to allow it.  He said that he lives amongst rental 
properties and the noise is not that big of a deal.  He does not see commercial use of this property 
as viable and feels the proposed development is a good use and good for the City. 
 
Cerdena noted there are 6 apartment complexes along Fuller.  He thought that Sattler Square 
could be looked at for some type of traffic connection to Perry.  He believes that with the extra 
people living in the area, Sattler Square may see some more development. 
 
Yontz suggested that the extra money generated through increased Property Taxes could be used 
on more Public Safety involvement.  
 
Jane feels there is a need for this development.  He is in real estate and sees the R-2 area homes 
deteriorating.  Rentals have infiltrated the R-1 zones and there is a problem here too.  People that 
want to sell their homes have no rental options in the City. He is excited for this development 
and is in favor of it.  
 
Vogel asked that if the recommendation is made to the City Commission in favor of this 
development, could the Planning Commission put a condition on the motion that the rezoning is 
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for this development only. Sweppenheiser said no, but we need to base the tonight’s decision on 
the four standards previously outlined. 
 
Ruddick asked if there is an opportunity for a new road to be developed that may help the traffic 
situation.  Sweppenheiser said that the end of Fuller has been considered but it has never worked 
out. 
 
The Commission reviewed and commented on the four Standards. 
 

1. All agreed that the Map Amendment is consistent with and promotes the intent and 
purpose of the Ordinance.   

2. The Commission agreed that the proposed Map Amendment is compatible with adjacent 
land uses and the natural environment. Public Works can accommodate sewer and storm 
water. 

 
Vogel asked why this isn’t considered spot zoning and Sweppenheiser said that the development 
will benefit the city and with spot zoning, only one person is benefitted.  He added that the 
Master Plan is not perfect and there is always room for improvement.  Perhaps in this instance 
the topography and limited access were not taken into consideration when designating the zone. 
 

3.The Commission agreed that the proposed Map Amendment and subsequent use is 
consistent with the welfare of the City as there is a lack of suitable housing in the City.  They 
agree there is a problem with safety and attention to the increased traffic in the area needs to 
be addressed.   

 
Sweppenheiser said that Brookside Estates, which is a single family neighborhood, hasn’t had 
any trouble with nearby rentals.  He added that the proposed development is not geared solely 
toward students.  Ruddick also noted that there hasn’t been trouble with Tioga being located near 
commercial and private residential uses. 
 

4. It was agreed that the proposed use is consistent with the Master Plan as affordable good 
quality housing is needed. 

 
MOTION 
 
Motion was made by Bill Yontz, seconded by Paul Jackson, to recommend to the City 
Commission that the requested Map Amendment to rezone 830 Water Tower Road from 
C-1 to R-3 be approved.  This recommendation is made in accordance with Section 14.2:4 
Standards for Zoning Amendment Review and, with the recommendation that further 
investigation into safety issues caused by increased traffic in the area and the ability to 
provide adequate public facilities be made. 
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Motion passed with Renato Cerdena, Paul Jackson, Chris Jane, Rory Ruddick, Tim Vogel 
and Bill Yontz in favor. 
 
Public Hearing for 2018 Addendum to the 2009 City of Big Rapids Master Plan 
 
The City is the applicant for the request. Sweppenheiser stated that this process was started 3 
months ago and the State of Michigan requires that our Master Plan be updated/adopted within 
the last 5 years to be grant eligible.  The plan was updated with more current demographics and 
the Hanchett property was added as a focus area.  The Plan has been reviewed by the County and 
Big Rapids and Green Townships and now it is up for final approval by the Planning 
Commission. 
 
Dave Bee, who was hired to help with the update, made corrections to the typos pointed out by 
Jennifer Cochran.  He also included the airport in the Master Plan and changed the name of the 
Hospital where referenced.  He stated that the Master Plan reflects 99% of the City’s land use 
and it remains relevant. 
 
The Public Hearing was opened at 8:55p.m. 
 
Those Who Spoke in Favor of the Request 
 
None heard. 
 
Those Who Spoke in Opposition of the Request 
 
None heard. 
 
Telephonic or Written Comments Received by Staff 
 
None received. 
 
The public Hearing was closed at 8:57p.m.  
 
Motion 
 
Motion was made by Paul Jackson, seconded by Chris Jane, to approve the 2018 
Addendum to the 2009 City of Big Rapids Master Plan and the Resolution to Adopt.  
Additionally, 830 Water Tower Road is to be added as a Future Focus Area. 
 
Motion passed with all in favor. 
 
GENERAL BUSINESS 
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Election of Chair and Vice Chair 
 
Due to the desire of John Schmidt to step down from his role as Chairperson and Jennifer 
Cochran’s move to the City Commission, there is a need to select others from the Planning 
Commission to fill the positions. 
 
Tim Vogel agreed to fill in as Acting Chair for 2 months and Bill Yontz volunteered for the 
Vice-Chair position.  All were in favor. 
 
Capital Improvement Program (CIP) Committee 
 
Tim Vogel and Chris Jane volunteered to sit on the CIP Committee.  They will meet the week of 
February 5th and go on a tour of the proposed projects the week before. 
 
The meeting was adjourned at 9:05 p.m. with all in favor.  
 
Respectfully submitted, 
 
 
Cynthia J. Plautz 
Planning Commission Secretary 
 
 
 
 


