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CITY OF BIG RAPIDS 
PLANNING COMMISSION MINUTES 

FEBRUARY 21, 2018 
 

Acting Chairperson Vogel called the February 21, 2018, regular meeting of the Planning 
Commission to order at 6:32 p.m. 
 
PLEDGE OF ALLEGIANCE 
 
PRESENT Renato Cerdena, Paul Jackson, Rory Ruddick, Tim Vogel, Bill Yontz 
 
EXCUSED Chris Jane, John Schmidt 
 
ABSENT  
 
ALSO PRESENT   Mark Sweppenheiser, Neighborhood Services Director 
                                 Cindy Plautz, Neighborhood Services Coordinator 
 
There were 5 people in the audience. 
 
APPROVAL OF MINUTES 
 
Motion was made by Paul Jackson, seconded by Bill Yontz, to approve the minutes of the 
January 17, 2018, 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  
 
Conditional Use Permit and Site Plan Review to Construct 120 Residential Apartment 
Units at 830 Water Tower Road (Spectra Big Rapids LLC) 
 
Sweppenheiser introduced the request saying that the Planning Commission’s January 17, 2018 
recommendation to the City Commission resulted in the property being re-zoned to R-3 and a 
sketch plan of the development being approved.  The applicant is seeking a Conditional Use 
Permit for a Planned Unit Development which will give them flexibility to meet regulations, and 
a Site Plan Review of the proposed development. Tonight’s recommendation will go to the City 
Commission for final approval.   
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Sweppenheiser outlined 3 technical items that need to be considered for review: 
 

1. The number of units.  Normally in an R-3 zone, the Zoning Ordinance would permit 87 
units on the 6.152 acre property.  The purposed PUD would allow for more units and 
would require a certain amount of open space.  The project would require 99,000 sq. ft. of 
open space and the developers are providing 127,940 sq. ft.  

2. The Number of parking spaces.  The Zoning Ordinance requires one space per bedroom. 
The applicant is proposing 289 parking spaces or 91% of the required spaces.  The PUD 
would allow the City Commission to allow for a variance from the required number of 
spaces if it is not incompatible with the purposes of the PUD.  Sweppenheiser would like 
the Planning Commission to weigh in on this. 

3. The number of driveway entrances allowed.   Under Section 5.6:2, multiple driveway 
entrances off the street or alley are prohibited in residential districts.  Under the PUD, the 
City Commission can authorize variations.  The plan calls for 2 entrances. 

 
Sweppenheiser reviewed Section 10.3:8 Standards saying that no conditional use shall be 
recommended by the Planning Commission unless they shall find: 
 
1. That the establishment, maintenance or operation of the Conditional Use will not be 

detrimental to endanger the public health, safety or general welfare. 
2. That the Conditional Use will not be injurious so the use and enjoyment of other property 

in the immediate vicinity for the purposes already permitted, nor shall it substantially 
diminish and impair property values within its neighborhoods. 

3. That the establishment of the Conditional Use will not impede the normal and orderly 
development and improvement of the surrounding property for uses permitted in the 
district. 

4.   That adequate utilities, access roads, drainage and necessary facilities have been or are 
being provided. 

5. That adequate measures have been or will be taken to provide ingress or egress so 
designed as to minimize traffic congestion in the public streets. 

6. That the Conditional Use shall, in all other respects conform to the applicable regulations 
of the district in which it is located, any specific requirements established for that use in 
Article 11, and to any additional conditions or procedures as specified in Section 10.4. 

 
He added that the storm water plan has not received final approval yet.  Our engineers have 
approved the calculations but need to see the final design of the storage area. They have also 
been monitoring the flow of the sanitary sewer on Bailey and Dexter for capacity and have 
found that at high flow, with this development fully built out, it would be at 80% capacity.  
The City would like to increase the size of the pipe.  The increase would benefit others in the 
vicinity as we would not want to overload the system.  It would cost the developer $140,000 
for utility hook ups. 
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Applicant Statement  
 
Attorney Mark Warba, 627 Woodward, and 115 Ives, represented the applicant Steve Emmons 
of Spectra.  He introduced Tim Appleton of Nederveld Engineering who was also present.  He 
started by saying that the City’s Ordinance concerning Planned Unit Development is confusing.  
The text by-passes the Planning Commission’s involvement and gives the review and decision 
making responsibility to the City Commission.  On the other hand, the Planning Commission is 
responsible to make a recommendation to the City Commission for a Conditional Use Permit.  
He believes involvement of both Commissions is the right way to address the request.  He also 
suggested the City should review the ordinance and make changes where they are warranted. 
 
He went on to say that the PUD allows for discretion without seeking variances.  Areas in which 
the PUD would be helpful include: the number of allowable units to available space, the number 
of required parking spaces, and the number of driveway entrances allowed.  Under the PUD, the 
developer could provide more units as long as open space is made available. By being able to 
lessen the number of parking spaces required, there would also be more open space available.  
The developer wishes to encourage more pedestrian, bicycle and bus travel rather than the need 
for everyone to have a car.  Also, 2 entrances make more sense for this development and a PUD 
would allow for that possibility. 
 
Warba also addressed the sanitary sewer flow saying it could flow to Perry Street where a forced 
main helps with the flow, but staff would prefer it be taken to the north.  This decision would 
benefit more than just the new development.  The Planning Commission’s recommendation will 
go to the City Commission on March 5, 2018. 
 
Steve Emmons, the Vice-President of Development for Spectra, reviewed the project for the 
Commission.  There will be eight buildings with 120 units.  They will maximize greenspace and 
curb appeal especially on Perry and Water Tower.  A wet detention pond is planned and will be 
properly maintained and fenced with attractive fencing and retaining walls.  Less parking than is 
required is being planned but they have the space to add more if it is needed.  They will provide 
a bike path and bus stop and plan to have bikes available for those who are interested in checking 
them out.  A sidewalk will be added from the edge of their property to Perry and they will 
provide a playground area.  The size of the parking spaces will comply with ADA and City 
requirements. 
 
Acting Chairperson Vogel opened the Public Hearing at 7:00 p.m. 
 
Those Who Spoke in Favor: 
 
None heard. 
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Those Who Spoke in Opposition: 
 
None heard. 
 
Written or Telephonic Correspondence Received by Staff: 
 
None 
 
Applicant Rebuttal: 
 
Warba spoke about the sanitary sewer on Perry being a forced main which is needed to pump up 
the hill. After the crest, gravity takes over.  This line could be used to service the one building 
along Perry, but another pump station would be needed to service the other buildings. The City’s 
plan to use gravity to take sewage to the north and to enlarge that main is the better solution. 
 
Acting Chairperson Vogel closed the Public Hearing at 7:02 p.m. and the Commission 
entered into Fact Finding. 
 
Yontz, Cerdena, and Jackson were satisfied with the request for PUD designation and the Site 
Plan.  Ruddick asked about the 80% capacity of the current sanitary sewer and wondered if it 
included storm water also.  There may be a bit of storm water that enters the sanitary sewer but 
there is a separate storm sewer for the area.  Vogel remarked that the property to the north is 
noted as R-1 on the site plan.  It is R-2 and the developer will make the changes were necessary.  
He would also prefer to see the detention pond located underground for aesthetic reasons.  He 
noted that usually detention ponds are not very well maintained and are unsightly. 
 
Emmons stated that they are looking at putting the pond underground but it is a matter of money.  
Developing this site will be over the amount of money they usually spend due to the topography.  
Their goal has been to put the detention pond underground, but it will depend on whether or not 
there will be any delays to the project.  They will put it underground if it is financially feasible.  
If not, they will make the ground level detention pond look nice.  It is included in the open space 
square footage. 
 
Vogel asked if the open space requirement will still be met if the developer needs to provide 
more parking for the tenants.  They reported that it will, and they have actually looked at buying 
the property to the north on which to locate the detention pond but it was not available. 
 
The developer stated that the internal sidewalk is slated to be 4 feet wide and the bike path is 
slated to be 5 feet wide.  The sidewalk along Water Tower will conform to City standards. 
 
According to the developer, the landscape plan shown is the minimum required by the City.  
Normally, 100% of the time they will exceed the requirements to make the property attractive.  
They will also add benches and chairs.  Most of the landscaping will be along the buildings that 
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are visible from Perry and Water Tower.  The tallest buildings will be under the 40-foot-tall 
limit.  They will make all buildings attractive with brick work, hardy board, quality windows, 
and use metal railings on the decks.  They strive for maintenance free exteriors. 
 
Jackson noted that the building along Perry is closer to the road than any other along Perry.  The 
developer stated that they will be cutting the hill down to make the building blend in and that 
setbacks have been met.  Fire hydrants will be included on the civil plans.  There will be 4 trash 
sites that will be screened with plants and the enclosures will be of the same type of material as 
the buildings.  They plan for fewer on site but also plan for more frequent pick-ups.  The bus 
stop will be near the club house along Water Tower.  A structure will be provided to keep people 
out of the elements.  Fire trucks will be able to maneuver through the development. 
 
Vogel noted that the plans indicated “student living” and he expressed his disappointment.  The 
developer stated that the one and two-bedroom units could house professionals, retirees, or 
families as the cost is normally prohibitive to students.  The four-bedroom units are more fitting 
for students as the cost is split among the four tenants. 
 
The Commission reviewed the previously outlined Standards set out in Chapter 10.3:8 of the 
Zoning Ordinance that must be met for a conditional use request as follows: 
 
1.  The Commission feels the request is compliant. 
2.  The Commission would like to require a fence on the north side of the property as a buffer. It 

was not included on the plan.  The developer will add a fence as there is also a safety factor 
due to the slope of the land.  The fence can be either metal or wood depending on City and 
neighbor preference.  The detention pond, which the developers call a “wet pond”, was the 
subject of discussion as some prefer it to be located underground.  The Zoning Ordinance 
requires a retention/detention pond to be fenced and screened. 

3.  The Commission did not see an issue here. 
4.  The sanitary sewer issue has not yet been resolved.  If they need to go to Perry, an additional 

lift station could be installed. 
5.  The City is looking at hiring a traffic engineer to study the traffic flow and make a 

recommendation.  The Commission agreed that the development will add more traffic, but it 
should not be a problem.  Fuller will see more traffic for those heading east and those 
heading west can use Perry. 

6.  The Commission feels this project conforms with regulations. 
 
The technical items previously outlined were reviewed by the Commission as follows: 
 
1.  The number of units shall be 120. 
2.  The number of parking spaces shall be 289.  If more are needed the developer has planned for 

additional. 
3.  The number of driveway entrances shall be 2. 
 



6 
 

MOTION 
 
Motion was made by Bill Yontz, seconded by Paul Jackson, to approve a recommendation 
to the City Commission for a Conditional Use Permit for a Planned Unit Development 
(PUD) and Site Plan Review for a residential development at 830 Water Tower Road 
consisting of 120 units, 289 parking spaces and 2 driveway entrances.  Additionally, the 
Sanitary Sewer outfall shall be approved by City Staff, the storm water detention shall 
meet City standards and City Staff approved fencing along the north perimeter shall be 
provided.  
 
Motion passed with Renato Cerdena, Paul Jackson, Rory Ruddick, Tim Vogel and Bill 
Yontz in favor. 
 
Public Hearing for Recommendation on the 2018-2024 Capital Improvement Plan 
 
Sweppenheiser explained that this plan runs from 2018 to 2024.  The Capital Improvement Plan 
for 2018/2019 becomes part of the budget for that fiscal year.  The State requires a six-year plan 
to be eligible for Michigan Economic Development Corporation grants and it is also good 
planning to have it in place.  Staff, Chris Jane and Tim Vogel toured project sites where the 
proposed CIP inclusions are located.  Then the team met with City Department Heads to hear 
their requests.   
 
Sweppenheiser reviewed the projects included in the CIP for 2018/2019 with the Commission.  
He pointed out a couple of additions to be made to the plan: 
 
1.  The $50,000 set aside for 2018/2019 remarciting the pool will be split 50/50 with tennis court 

replacement. 
2.  $155,000 will be set aside for a larger sanitary sewer line on Bailey to accommodate an 

expected increase in flow due to the development on Water Tower Road. 
 
Vogel expressed concern about taking money away from the pool as money needs to be set aside 
for a number of years to be able to remarcite.  
 
Vogel wanted to relay thanks to the Department Heads from Jane and himself for their 
involvement during the CIP process. 
 
The Public Hearing was opened at 8:10 p.m. 
 
Those Who Spoke in Favor of the Request: 
 
None heard. 
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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 8:12p.m.  
 
Motion 
 
Motion was made by Paul Jackson, seconded by Bill Yontz, to recommend approval of the 
City of Big Rapids 2018 – 2024 Capital Improvement Plan with the following additions: 
 
1.  To split the $50,000 set aside for 2018/2019 under the General Fund for Pool Remarcite 

50/50 with Tennis Court Replacement. 
2.  Add $155,000 under the Sewer Replacement Fund for Sanitary Sewer Replacement on 

Bailey.    
Motion passed with all in favor. 
 
GENERAL BUSINESS 
 
End of Year Report 
 
A Year End Report was distributed for the Planning Commission to review.  It will then go to the 
City Commission for review.  This report is generated as part of the Michigan Economic 
Development Corporation’s requirement for the Redevelopment Ready Community program. 
This year we were able to include a training that was conducted for City and Township Planning 
and ZBA members. 
 
Motion was made by Bill Yontz, seconded by Paul Jackson to accept the Year End Report 
as written and forward it to the City Commission. 
Motion passed with all in favor. 
 
The meeting was adjourned at 8:25 p.m. with all in favor.  
 
Respectfully submitted, 
 
 
Cynthia J. Plautz 
Planning Commission Secretary 


