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CITY OF BIG RAPIDS 
PLANNING COMMISSION MINUTES 

September 19, 2018 
  
 

Chairperson Schmidt called the September 19, 2018, regular meeting of the Planning 
Commission to order at 6:30 p.m. 
 
PLEDGE OF ALLEGIANCE 
 
PRESENT Renato Cerdena, Paul Jackson, Chris Jane, John Schmidt, Tim Vogel 
 
EXCUSED  Rory Ruddick, Bill Yontz 
 
ABSENT  
 
ALSO PRESENT   Mark Gifford, City Manager 
                                 Cindy Plautz, Neighborhood Services Coordinator 
 
There was one person in the audience. 
 
APPROVAL OF MINUTES 
 
Motion was made by Tim Vogel, seconded by Chris Jane, to approve the minutes of the 
August 15, 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  
None 
 
GENERAL BUSINESS 
 
Sweppenheiser Resignation 
 
Gifford informed the Commission of Sweppenheiser’s resignation and said the position has been 
advertised.  They expect to interview candidates by the end of October and have the new 
Neighborhood Services Director on board by the first of the year. 
 



2 
 

Strategic Planning Meeting 
 
He also said that Lou Bender who previously worked with the City Commission concerning team 
building was scheduled to speak to the group in September about strategic planning, but the 
meeting was canceled and will now be held in January.  At the last meeting, Bender 
recommended that the City Commission, the Planning Commission, and the Park and Recreation 
Board should have a joint meeting.  Gifford believes this would be a positive meeting. 
 
Hanchett Property Sale and Re-Zoning 
 
Gifford reported that four covenants were passed at the last City Commission meeting that would 
set development parameters on the Hanchett property.  Once they are recorded, the property can 
be put up for sale. 
 
In 1997, a deed restriction on the land limited it to industrial.  This is not consistent with the 
vision the City has for the property and staff has worked to have the restriction removed.  This 
involved environmental analysis and covenants to replace the restrictions in order to sell the 
property.  At the last City Commission meeting, the Hanchett covenants were approved and will 
move to the Department of Environmental Quality for approval.  A Due Care Plan will need to 
be in place. 
 
Gifford said that at the October 17th Planning Commission meeting a Public Hearing to rezone 
the property to R-3 will be held.  The recommendation will go to the City Commission on 
November 5th.   
 
Currently the City holds a $250,000 debt on the property.  It was purchased for approximately 
$550,000. 
 
Vogel stated that perhaps the idea of formed base codes would help control this property.  A 
consultant, Kathleen Duffy, has been hired to help the City with the form base code idea. 
 
Schmidt agreed that this a prime site to use formed base code so that the City would have control 
over what happens on the property.   
 
Jackson added that at the last meeting the Commission talked about whether or not the property 
should be rezoned before it is put up for sale or leave it open to see what type of developer is 
interested and rezone it to suit.   Gifford said that R-3 designation could be used as a guideline 
for development.  Jane suggested listing it as vacant land to see what interest is generated.  
Schmidt again added that formed base code could help with this concern. 
 
Jackson asked if there was ever any interest in the use of the property besides student rental use.  
Gifford said that four years ago the Bonner Group was hired to market the property and they 
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couldn’t find a developer.  Schaefer, the owner of the Rapids and Parklane apartments, was 
interested at one point. 
Jackson asked what the City would like to see and Gifford said that he has had some express 
interest in high end condominiums.  Perhaps a combination of condominiums with some 
commercial.  Jackson said this idea has worked well in Grand Rapids.  Jane added that people 
that are in the market for condos don’t want stairs. 
 
Train Depot 
 
Gifford reported that on September 6, the City held a depot tour and public input session.  He 
said that the property is currently owned by the Department of Natural Resources (DNR).  In 
2008, the City resigned a 25-year lease.  At that time, the Chamber was interested in occupying 
the building.  For a number of reasons this didn’t work out and the City has pursued purchasing 
the depot and adjacent land.  The DNR finally agreed to sell the depot and land to the City for 
$66,800.  The DNR placed no restrictions on the purchase other than the land must remain as 
public use/recreation for perpetuity. 
 
The question is: should the City buy the property and how should it be used. 
 
The building is structurally sound apart from some water issues in the basement. 
 
Schmidt said it could be moved and put on a new foundation. He believes it has no historic value 
if the roofline is not restored to the original design.  He added that the government is not a good 
landlord and perhaps the depot portion could be sold to a private entity. 
 
Cerdena argued that the depot does have historic value as years ago there were no cars or buses 
and depots were the center of activity in cities. 
 
Gifford said the City needs to be comfortable with defining a use for the property.  Do we sell as 
is or fix it up and try to sell it?  Would we get our money back? 
 
Last year, a visioning session was held with Ferris students who thought the property could be 
used as the Dial a Ride/Indian Trails hub.  Ferris was not interested in hosting a small-town 
studio at the site. 
 
Gifford said investment on the east side would be beneficial.  The parking lot could be expanded, 
and restrooms constructed to serve as the trailhead. 
 
It was suggested that the October meeting could be a work session with the City Commission or 
a work session could be held before the October 15th City Commission meeting. 
 
Home Occupation Sign Regulations 
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Gifford informed the Commission that the City received a sign permit application for a home 
occupation sign in the R/P zone.  According to the Sign Ordinance, signs for a home occupation 
are not allowed, but the home occupation is located in the R/P zone which does allow signs.  
Gifford thinks that the R/P language should be changed to allow signs for a home occupation.  
The City will continue to work on this issue. 
 
Day Care in R/P Zone 
 
Gifford received an inquiry from Dave Hamlin about establishing a day care center in the R/P 
zone.  Dave is concerned that one of the reasons people are not working is the lack of day care 
for their children.  He believes if more day care centers are created, it will help area businesses 
who are having trouble filling positions.   He has identified the Baptist Church as being a 
possible location for a center.  Josh Foor, pastor of the church is on board with the idea and they 
would like to pursue it further.  The church has an unused area that was originally constructed as 
an instructional area.  At the time it was constructed, it met building codes for this type of use. 
 
The church is located in the R/P zone and a day care center is not a permitted use.  The 
Commission discussed allowing this use by either getting a Special Use Variance or doing a text 
change to allow day care centers in the R/P zone.  Gifford does not think that getting a Special 
Use Permit is the right direction to go.  It may not meet all the Standards.  Schmidt added that if 
it is allowed in the R/P zone, it would open the possibility of more day care centers in the area. 
 
They also discussed the possibility of the church losing its 501C3 status if the day care makes a 
lot of money. 
 
Vogel remembered that the last time a church was involved in trying to establish a homeless 
shelter (at the United Church), they were not able to do it. 
 
The City will review the request further. 
 
There being no further business, motion was made by Chris Jane, seconded by Tim Vogel to 
adjourn the meeting. 
 
The meeting was adjourned at 7:25 with all in favor. 
 
Respectfully submitted, 
 
 
Cynthia J. Plautz 
Planning Commission Secretary 
 
 
 


