
Planning Commission 
Regular Meeting 

Joint Meeting with City Commission 
Big Rapids City Hall 

226 N Michigan Avenue 
 

June 19, 2019 
6:30 P.M. 

 

1. Call to Order 

2. Pledge of Allegiance 

3. Roll Call 

4. Approval of Minutes 

a. 15 May 2019 

5. Public Comment Not Related to Items on the Agenda 

6. Public Hearing 

7. General Business 

a. Update on Redevelopment Ready Communities Progress 

b. Zoning for Marihuana Businesses 

8. Unscheduled Business 

9. Adjourn 
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CITY OF BIG RAPIDS 
PLANNING COMMISSION MINUTES 

May 15, 2019 
 

Chairperson Schmidt called the May 15, 2019, regular meeting of the Planning Commission to 
order at 6:30 p.m. 
 
PLEDGE OF ALLEGIANCE 
 
PRESENT  Paul Jackson, Chris Jane, Rory Ruddick, John Schmidt, Tim Vogel, Bill Yontz 
 
EXCUSED Renato Cerdena 
 
ABSENT  
 
ALSO PRESENT   Paula Priebe, Neighborhood Services Director 
                                 Cindy Plautz, Neighborhood Services Coordinator 
           Eric Williams, City Attorney 
 
There were 9 people in the audience. 
 
APPROVAL OF MINUTES 
 
Motion was made by Paul Jackson, seconded by Tim Vogel, to approve the minutes of the 
April 17, 2019, 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  
 
Review of the Conditional Use Permit Application for a Change of Use at 730 Water Tower 
Road. 
 
Priebe introduced the request for Conditional Use Permit at 730 Water Tower per her Staff 
Report.  The request was made by Lionel Thomas of Gardner Investment Properties for a 
Conditional Use Permit to allow a change of use from Office to Clinic.  The property is 
designated R-2 and a Conditional Use was granted for the original use of the property to allow an 
office building.  The change of use will not alter the site but would allow it to be used as a 
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medical clinic.  Staff recommends approval as it meets the Standards set forth in Section 10.3:8 
and Section 11.1:11 of the Zoning Ordinance. 
 
Applicant Statement  
 
Doug Mansfield of Mansfield Land Use Consultants, 830 Cottage View Drive, Suite 201, 
Traverse City, MI 49685, added that this will be a good use of the building and it is in 
compliance with all of the Standards (See Applicants application addressing Standards).  He does 
not foresee any negative impacts. 
 
Chairperson Schmidt opened the Public Hearing at 6:35 p.m. 
 
Those Who Spoke in Favor: None heard. 
 
Those Who Spoke in Opposition: None heard. 
 
Written or Telephonic Correspondence Received by Staff:  A phone call was received from 
Pat Czyzio who was concerned about what type of care will be provided at the clinic.  She was 
told it is to be a primary care medical clinic and Czyzio said she was not opposed to that type of 
use. 
 
A letter was received from Lynn Wolgast, owner of Wolgast Development, LLC, 4835 Towne 
Centre Road, Suite 100, Saginaw, MI 48604, and owner of 800 Water Tower Road, which stated 
that they are against the change of use as they thought it would increase the amount of traffic on 
Water Tower Road. 
 
Applicant Rebuttal: Mansfield stated that the building is on a primary road and the previous use 
was for the Social Security Administration that would have had similar traffic amounts.  He does 
not foresee an increase or a decrease in traffic at the site.  He added that there will not be any 
truck traffic to the site. 
 
Chairperson Schmidt closed the Public Hearing at 6:37 p.m. and the Commission entered 
into Fact Finding. 
 
The following information was obtained during fact finding: 
 
Kathy Sather of Family Health Care, 1615 Michigan Ave, Baldwin, MI 49304, stated that they 
will provide a primary medical service.  It will consist of 1 doctor offering ½ hour appointments, 
1 dentist and 1 therapist who will both offer 1-hour appointments. 
 
This will be their first Family Health Care Clinic in this area.  They will not perform any 
surgeries on site.  
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MOTION 
 
Motion was made by Chris Jane, seconded by Bill Yontz, to recommend the Conditional 
Use Permit Application for a medical clinic at 730 Water Tower Road for approval by the 
City Commission because it meets the Standards set forth in Section 10.3:8 and Section 
11.1:11 of the Zoning Ordinance.  
 
Motion passed with Paul Jackson, Chris Jane, Rory Ruddick, John Schmidt, Tim Vogel 
and Bill Yontz in favor. 
 
Review of the Request to Vacate Two Alleys on Ferris State University Property near the 
corner of Maple and Howard Streets. 
 
Priebe introduced the request per her Staff Report.  Ferris is requesting the City vacate a couple 
of alleys on their property.  The request was made to the City Commission and they referred it to 
the Planning Commission for a Public Hearing and review.  The alleys are not improved.  Staff 
consulted with Public Works and no easements were found in the areas proposed to be vacated.  
Two water service lines run across the northern alley, each 6 feet below the surface but they are 
not considered to be a reason to disallow the vacation of the alleys.  Public Safety reviewed the 
request and said that vacating the alleys would not impact access of Public Safety vehicles to 
buildings on the site. 
 
Applicant Statement 
 
Mike Hughes, FSU Associate Vice-President, Physical Plant, did not have anything to add but 
will answer any questions the Commission may have. 
 
Chairperson Schmidt opened the Public Hearing at 6:43 p.m. 
 
Those who spoke Favor of the Request: None heard. 
 
Those Who Spoke in Opposition of the Request: None heard. 
 
Telephonic or Written Correspondence Received by Staff: None 
 
Chairman Schmidt closed the Public Hearing at 6:44 p.m. and the Commission entered 
into Fact Finding. 
 
Ruddick asked about the possibility of utility companies needing the alley and Williams 
suggested that if the alley vacation is to be approved, it should be contingent on an easement for 
the existing watermain.  The alleys are not currently constructed. 
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The Commission discussed the location of the alleys and the possible consequences of vacation.  
Vogel asked about the water main and Hughes said they are planning on building on the property 
and if the watermain needed to be relocated they would take care of it.  The existing building on 
the lot is used for dry storage. 
 
Half of the alley off of Linden Street is in use, but the half that is on FSU property is currently 
not used. 
 
MOTION 
 
Motion was made by Tim Vogel, seconded by Chris Jane to recommend the City 
Commission approve the alley vacation request made by Ferris State University for two 
alleys located on their property as depicted on the attached map (a northern alley 
perpendicular to Maple Street and the western portion of the southern alley that lies across 
from Linden Street). Vacation is contingent on any easements needed for existing water 
main maintenance. 
 
Motion passed unanimously with Paul Jackson, Chris Jane, Rory Ruddick, John Schmidt, 
Tim Vogel and Bill Yontz in favor. 
 
Review of a Text Amendment to the Zoning Ordinance to Permit Additional Business 
Types in the Commercial and Industrial Districts. 
 
Priebe introduced the request by stating that this is an effort to satisfy Redevelopment Ready 
Community status.  The Planning Commission has spent the last few months discussing “New 
Economy-Type Businesses” as principal uses in several districts.  She added that she spoke with 
local business owners at the DBA’s Executive Board and General meetings, and at the DDA 
Board meeting.  They were in favor of the changes.   
 
The Planning Commission asked Priebe to come up with definitions for the New Economy 
Business uses to be included in the Zoning Ordinance.  Attached is a draft Ordinance to be 
considered.  Staff recommends approval. 
 
Applicant Statement 
 
As above. 
 
Chairperson Schmidt opened the Public Hearing at 6:47 p.m. 
 
Those Who Spoke in Favor of the Request:  None Heard 
 
Those Who Spoke in Opposition of the Request: None Heard 
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Telephonic or Written Correspondence Received by Staff: None 
 
Chairperson Schmidt Closed the Public Hearing at 6:48 p.m. and the Commission entered 
into Fact Finding 
 
The Commission was in favor of the draft Ordinance. 
 
MOTION 
 
Motion was made by Tim Vogel, seconded by Rory Ruddick, to recommend the adoption of 
the attached Draft Ordinance Amending Articles 2 and 3 of the Big Rapids Zoning 
Ordinance to Define and Permit New Economy Type Businesses 
 
Motion passed with Paul Jackson, Chris Jane, Rory Ruddick, John Schmidt, Tim Vogel 
and Bill Yontz in favor. 
 
GENERAL BUSINESS 
 
Zoning for Marihuana Businesses 
 
Per Priebe’s staff report, the Planning Commission is charged with identifying where in the City 
the different types of marihuana businesses will be allowed if the City opts into allowing them.  
She presented a 2018 MML report entitled “Medical Marihuana Facilities – Opt In/Opt Out” that 
includes helpful information for the Commission to review.  City Attorney Eric Williams was 
present to review some of the legal issues related to the various Michigan marihuana laws and to 
answer questions from the Commissioners. 
 
Initially, the City opted out of allowing medical marihuana and has not yet given a response for 
allowing recreational marihuana.  Since the initial passing of the Federal government allowing 
medical marihuana, reverse reactions have waned.  Many took a wait and see attitude before 
jumping in.  Michigan cities are reconsidering their decisions for allowing both medical and 
recreational marihuana.  The City must now make a decision as to opt in or opt out.  The 
Commission has asked the Planning Commission to come up with zoning regulations so that if 
they decide to opt in, zoning decisions are already in place.  It will also help them to make a 
decision. 
 
Williams recommends opting in to be congruent with the rest of the State.  Other communities 
who have opted in are not having problems.  However, there is a problem with real estate being 
available to house the businesses and there is a scramble to find sites.  Grand Rapids and Ann 
Arbor are in the approval phase.  Adrian has opted in and has come up with some zoning 
regulations.  The City of Adrian would make 10 permits available.  Locations must be 1,000 ft. 
from schools and 250 ft. from churches, parks, playgrounds day care centers and single-family 
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homes.  Businesses would be allowed one sign.  One problem is that they cannot stop someone 
who was granted a license from selling it to someone else. 
 
The Commission would like to see a map of the areas of the City that would be available for 
marihuana business establishments given the space designated to be set back from schools, 
churches, etc.  They were concerned about other businesses not being able to operate in a certain 
area once the marihuana businesses are established.   
 
Williams recalled the process the City went through trying to find areas within the City in which 
“adult businesses” would be allowed.  We found that we had to lower our regulations or there 
would have been nowhere for them to operate.  Schmidt suggested limiting the marihuana 
businesses to a certain zone as that would simplify the process.  Williams said it could be done. 
 
Jane told of his recent visit to Boston where he witnessed very long lines of hundreds of people 
waiting to get into recreational marihuana dispensaries.   In Boston people could order 
marihuana on line and then pick up their purchase at the dispensary.  Williams noted that 
medical marihuana would be more controlled. 
 
Vogel asked how Adrian selected their 10 locations.  They were based on populations and the 
amount of traffic.  They were all over the map.  Williams agreed that it makes sense not to 
cluster them in one area.  Priebe added that other regulations would need to be made concerning 
odor, lights and noise.  Jane asked if growing in the city would be allowed – some cities do allow 
it. 
 
Vogel asked if Federal funding is available.  Williams said he doesn’t see it happening, but they 
may loosen up the regulations on banks to make loans.  This issue still needs a lot of organizing. 
 
Ruddick asked if marihuana businesses should be included in the new economy type businesses 
within the Zoning Ordinance.  Schmidt asked if we should look at both medical and recreational 
at the same time and Williams said that a decision needs to be made by the end of the year for 
the recreational marihuana.  Priebe added that medical use and recreational use are very similar 
as far as regulations.  Both uses could be under the same zoning regulations. 
 
Priebe will create an overlay district showing where these uses could be located.  Ruddick 
suggested pushing back the established boundaries of the “Adult Businesses” so that there are 
some areas in which to locate the marihuana businesses.  Williams added that hours of operation 
could be limited, and signs regulated.  He added that the DBA was not worried about this issue. 
Jane stated that he saw long lines of people waiting outside dispensaries in Massachusetts. Priebe 
added that she did not see lines of people waiting outside dispensaries during her travels through 
Colorado. 
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Williams stated that there is no indication if the County opted in, the City would fit within 
regulations as adopted by them.  The businesses need to be located where Public Safety is 
available and the City of Big Rapids is the most logical in Mecosta County. 
 
Planned Unit Development 
 
Priebe said that in the next month or two, she would like to revamp the Planned Unit 
Development section of the Zoning Ordinance as it needs to be brought up to current standards.  
She will find examples of other ordinances to review. 
 
City and Planning Commission Joint Meeting 
 
Priebe stated that the City’s Strategic Plan requires the City and Planning Commissions to hold 
two joint meetings per year.  We will hold the meeting in June.  Some of the topics could be: 
Marihuana, ways of making the river more of an asset to the City and updating the Master Plan. 
 
There being no further business, motion was made by Chris Jane, seconded by Bill Yontz 
to adjourn.  
The meeting was adjourned at 7:40 p.m. with all in favor.  
 
Respectfully submitted, 
 
 
Cynthia J. Plautz 
Planning Commission Secretary 
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STAFF REPORT TO THE PLANNING COMMISSION 
 
TO:   Planning Commission 
FROM: Paula Priebe, Neighborhood Services Director 
SUBJECT: Update on Redevelopment Ready Communities Progress 
DATE:  13 June 2019 
 
 
Introduction 
In 2017 the City of Big Rapids began the process of becoming “Redevelopment Ready 
Certitified” through the Michigan Economic Development Corporation (MEDC) Redevelopment 
Ready Communities program. This is a “voluntary, no-cost certification program designed to 
promote effective redevelopment strategies through a set of best practices. The program 
measures and then certifies communities that integrate transparency, predictability and efficiency 
into their daily development practices. The RRC certification is a formal recognition that your 
community has a vision for the future – and the fundamental practices in place to get there.” 
 
The MEDC’s website has this to say about why communities should become redevelopment 
ready: 

To be vibrant and competitive, Michigan communities must be ready for development. 
This involves planning for new investment and reinvestment, identifying assets and 
opportunities, and focusing limited resources. Certified Redevelopment Ready 
Communities® attract and retain businesses, offer superior customer service and have a 
streamlined development approval process making pertinent information available 
around-the clock for anyone to view. 

 
Report of Findings 
After joining the program and sending staff to MEDC Training to learn about the six RRC Best 
Practices, the first big step in the process is a Self-Evaluation, where City staff looked at current 
City practices and analyzed how Big Rapids measured up to the Best Practices. RRC staff used 
that Self Evaluation and their own research to prepare a Report of Findings. Big Rapids received 
ours in October 2017. This report, attached, explains more about the program and provides in 
depth analysis on the Best Practices the City meets, in working on, and still needs to compete to 
achieve RRC Certification. 
 
The attached Evaluation of Best Practices Status – June 2019 chart compares the City’s Initial 
status from the Report of Findings with the Updated status as of this June. The table below 
synthesizes that information into a snapshot of progress made since the Report of Findings. 
Green means complete, Yellow is in progress, and Red is still to complete. 
 

 October 2017 June 2019 
Green 20 28 
Yellow 12 6 
Red 9 7 
Percent Complete 48% 68% 
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Way Forward 
While progress has been made, there is still a substantial amount of work to be done to achieve 
RRC Certification. The remaining tasks fall within three categories and are listed below: 

1. Zoning Regulations 
a. Consider adopting a Form-based Code to help achieve community goals in 

selected areas of the City. 
b. Consider establishing build-to lines in key areas. 
c. Incorporate standards to improve non-motorized transportation, such as bicycle 

parking, traffic calming, pedestrian lighting, and public realm standards. 
d. Allow for parking reductions when public or bicycle parking is available or when 

a shared parking agreement exists between complementary uses. 
e. Establish maximum parking standards, allow for parking waivers, or accept 

payment in lieu of parking. 
2. Redevelopment Ready Sites 

a. Identify at least three redevelopment sites. 
b. Gather basic information on at least three redevelopment sites. 
c. Develop a complete property information package (PIP) for at least one 

redevelopment site. 
d. Establish a community vision for each of the redevelopment sites. 
e. Identify potential resources and/or incentives for the identified redevelopment 

sites. 
f. Market the redevelopment sites online. 

3. Economic Development and Marketing Strategies 
a. Develop an overarching economic development strategy to be approved by the 

City Commission.  
b. Schedule an annual review of the adopted economic development strategy. 
c. Adopt a formal marketing strategy for the City. 
d. Add missing items to the City website. 

Progress has been made on some of these items. 

• The City has contracted with SmithGroup to assist with the Form-based code update for 
the Downtown and commercial corridors (except Perry St). This project should be 
starting this summer and will include a Kickoff visioning meeting with the public and 
downtown stakeholders as well as a series of Zoning Ordinance amendments with Form-
based revisions to the C-2, R-R, and R-P districts. See the attached Big Rapids RRC TA 
Request – June 2019 for more details. The budget for this phase is $18,000 and is cost-
shared between the MEDC and the City at a 75/25 split, with the City paying $4,500 and 
the RRC program matching with $13,500. 

• The Hanchett Property is one of the redevelopment sites. The Charrette work from earlier 
this year has greatly assisted in gathering the information necessary to develop the PIP, 
which is a work-in-progress. The two other selected sites have since been taken off the 
market, so new sites must be selected. The MEDC has a Redevelopment Services Team 
to assist with Site selection and packaging once all other steps have been completed. 

• We are hoping to work with MCDC and the CVB on the Economic Development 
Strategy and Marketing Strategy respectively. 



City of Big Rapids
October 2017

Report of Findings
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Redevelopment Ready Communities® (RRC) is 
a certification program supporting community 
revitalization and the attraction and retention of 
businesses, entrepreneurs and talent throughout 
Michigan. RRC promotes communities to be 
development ready and competitive in today’s economy 
by actively engaging stakeholders and proactively 
planning for the future—making them more attractive 
for projects that create places where people want to live, 
work and invest.

To become formally engaged in the RRC program, 
communities must complete a self-evaluation of its 
development-related practices, attend the RRC Best 
Practice Training Series and have its governing body 
pass a resolution of intent outlining the value the 
community sees in participating in the program. The Big 
Rapids City Commission passed a resolution of intent to 
participate in the program in September 2015, answered 
development-related questions on the self-evaluation in 
March 2017 and staff members completed the RRC best 
practice training sessions in June 2017.

Each of the six RRC best practices outlined in this 
report were developed in conjunction with experts in the 
public and private sector and they serve as the standard 
to achieve certification as a Redevelopment Ready 
Community®. RRC certification signals to investors, 
businesses and residents working within a community 
that they can expect a consistent, efficient, fair 
development review process—which will make the city 
more attractive to investors, entrepreneurs and talent. 
Big Rapids’ strengths currently lie in its long range plans, 
predictable development review process and strong 
partnerships with multiple local and regional partners. 
Existing challenges for Big Rapids include tailoring the 
zoning ordinance to the goals outlined in its master plan, 
identifying agreed-upon visions for redevelopment sites 
and developing overarching economic development and 
marketing strategies. With this report, strong leadership 
and an involved citizenry, Big Rapids is well on its way to 
achieving RRC certification. 

Executive summary
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The basic assessment tool for evaluation is the RRC best 
practices. The six best practices address key elements of 
community and economic development. A community 
must demonstrate all of the RRC best practice 
components have been met to become RRC certified. 
Once received, certification is valid for three years. 

A community’s plans, processes and policies are 
measured against the RRC best practices through 
an RRC team evaluation that consists of research, 
observations and interviews, as well as the consulting 
advice and technical expertise of the RRC advisory 
council. The team analyzes a community’s development 
materials, including, but not limited to: the master plan; 

redevelopment strategy; capital improvements plan; 
budget; public participation plan; zoning regulations; 
development procedures; economic development 
strategy; marketing strategies; and website. Researchers 
observe the meetings of the community’s governing body, 
planning commission, zoning board of appeals and other 
committees as applicable. In confidential interviews, the 
team also records the input of local business owners and 
developers who have worked with the community. 

A community’s degree of attainment for each best 
practice criteria is visually represented in this report by 
the following:

This report represents the findings of the evaluation of the city of Big Rapids redevelopment processes and practices. 
All questions should be directed to the RRC team at RRC@michigan.org. 

Methodology

Green indicates the best practice component is currently being met by the 
community.

Yellow indicates some of the best practice component may be in place, but 
additional action is required.

Red indicates the best practice component is not present or outdated.
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Big Rapids is currently meeting 44 percent of the Redevelopment Ready Communities® 
best practices and is in the process of completing an additional 34 percent.

1.1.1 1.1.2 1.1.3 (N/A) 1.1.4 1.2.1 1.2.2 1.2.3

2.1.1 2.1.2 2.1.3 2.1.4 2.1.5 2.1.6 2.1.7

2.1.8 3.1.1 3.1.2 3.1.3 3.1.4 3.1.5 3.1.6

3.1.7 3.1.8 3.1.9 3.2.1 3.2.2 4.1.1 4.1.2

4.2.1 4.2.2 4.2.3 4.2.4 5.1.1 5.1.2 5.1.3

5.1.4 5.1.5 5.1.6 6.1.1 6.1.2 6.2.1 6.2.2

Evaluation snapshot
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Best practice findings

Best Practice 1.1 evaluates community planning 
and how the redevelopment vision is integrated into 
a community’s master plan, downtown plan and 
capital improvements plan (CIP). A master plan sets 
expectations for those involved in new development and 
redevelopment, it gives the public a degree of certainty 
about their vision for the future and it is crucial for 
a community to establish and achieve its goals. The 
Michigan Planning Enabling Act (MPEA), Public Act 33 
of 2008, requires that the planning commission create 
and approve a master plan as a guide for development 
and subsequently review the master plan at least once 
every five years after adoption. 

Big Rapids’ is currently in the midst of updating 
their 2009 master plan. The updated version of the 
plan will include up-to-date demographic data and it 
will reflect redevelopment that has occurred in the city 
over the last eight years. As of the latest draft of the 
plan, the city plans to reaffirm its commitment to the 
seven goals outlined in the 2009 master plan, which are: 
increasing population, diversifying the city’s housing 
stock, enhancing transportation networks, attracting 
investment downtown, increasing levels of cooperation 
among local and regional partners, maintaining public 
facilities and stimulating economic growth. 

When originally developing the plan, the 
Neighborhood Services Department and Master Plan 
Working Committee involved a variety of local and 
regional partners. For instance, the city collaborated with 
the West Michigan Regional Planning Commission and 
Mecosta County to develop the planning process; and 
worked closely with Ferris State University throughout 
the public outreach phase of the plan’s development. 
It is clear that the plan’s goals and action items reflect 
the community’s unified vision. Detailed summaries 
of stakeholder feedback acquired via workshops, focus 
groups, interviews, surveys and public hearings are 
included and cited as rationale for decisions made 
throughout the master plan. Providing detailed rationale 
for each of the plan’s goals adds to the value of the plan as 

it can be looked to as a trusted resource for many future 
decisions. The plan’s short, medium, and long-term action 
items all feature spaces for yearly review comments. By 
making the plan a living document, the city is ensuring 
the diligent monitoring of progress made toward the 
plan’s goals and it is allowing adaptations to be made—
which is critical in today’s rapidly evolving world. 

The Big Rapids downtown blueprint plan was  
revised in May of 2016. This plan provides 
comprehensive guidance for the city’s downtown area.  
It analyzes land uses, business types, economic indicators 
and marketing strategies and then outlines top priorities 
going forward. The plan lists business development, 
marketing, partnerships, management and physical 
improvements as top priorities for the city. This plan 
serves as a blueprint for future projects which are then 
specifically listed with associated costs and time frames 
in the city’s capital improvements plan (CIP). The up-
to-date thorough assessment and specific guidance 
provided by the downtown blueprint plan combined 
with the Big Rapids Downtown Development Authority’s 
development plan and tax increment financing plan 
have the city well-positioned for all future downtown 
revitalization efforts. In order to allocate the appropriate 
resources needed to implement the city’s various plans, 
the city will rely on its six year 2017–2023 CIP. This 
document is coordinated with the city’s master plan, 
downtown plans and other pertinent city policies; and 
it determines which projects will be implemented and 
when, based on a set of objective criteria. The plan is 
transparent and easy to understand by the public as it has 
its five review criteria clearly listed in the CIP document. 
The plan is up-to-date and plans for six years—thus 
meeting the RRC best practice criteria and providing a 
vital link between the community’s vision for the future 
and its financial means to provide the infrastructure, 
facilities and services needed to support this vision. Big 
Rapids reviews and updates its CIP annually in March. 
This is a best practice that should continue.

Best Practice 1.1—The plans
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Best Practice 1.1—The plans continued

Status Evaluation criteria Recommended actions for certification
Estimated 
timeline

1.1.1
The governing body has adopted a 
master plan in the past five years.

 Adopt a master plan that meets all RRC best 
practice criteria

Q1 2018

1.1.2
The governing body has adopted a 
downtown plan. ✓

1.1.3
The governing body has adopted a 
corridor plan.

N/A

1.1.4
The governing body has adopted a 
capital improvements plan. ✓
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Best practice findings

Best Practice 1.2 assesses how well the community 
identifies and engages its stakeholders on a continual 
basis. Public participation aims to prevent or minimize 
disputes by creating a process for resolving issues before 
they become an obstacle. In addition to meeting all of 
the public participation requirements required by law 
(i.e. advertising public hearings), Big Rapids proactively 
engages its residents, business owners and other 
stakeholders in a variety of ways. The city’s informative 
website and interactive Facebook page—which integrates 
SeeClickFix to allow for seamless maintenance and code 
enforcement-related communication between residents 
and the city government—allows for the continuous 
engagement of the city’s residents. When city plans 
and policies are updated, the city requests feedback via 
multiple channels—promoting responses from a wide 
range of diverse stakeholders. These communication 
channels include focus groups, one-on-one interviews, 
surveys and visioning workshops, depending on the type 

of information needed. 
Although, Big Rapids goes beyond expectations in 

many areas of community outreach, there are ways the 
city can build upon its current efforts. To become RRC 
certified, the city should develop an overarching public 
participation strategy that identifies local and regional 
stakeholders and establishes outreach strategies to be 
used in specific situations. The public participation 
strategy should specifically target the population 
segments not usually represented at the table. This 
formalized, overarching public participation strategy 
will ensure communication is efficient and it will ensure 
interested parties are able to stay informed and engaged 
as projects progress through the various city processes. 
When complete, it would be beneficial for the city to post 
this public participation strategy online. The RRC website 
has a public participation strategy guide that could assist 
the city in developing its strategy.

Best Practice 1.2—Public participation 

Status Evaluation criteria Recommended actions for certification
Estimated 
timeline

1.2.1

The community has a public 
participation plan for engaging 
a diverse set of community 
stakeholders.

 Develop a public participation plan that defines 
outreach strategies and how the success of 
these strategies will be evaluated

Q3 2018

1.2.2
The community demonstrates that 
public participation efforts go beyond 
the basic methods.

✓

1.2.3
The community shares outcomes of 
public participation processes.

 Establish a consistent method of sharing the 
results of public outreach efforts Q3 2018
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Best practice findings

Best Practice 2.1 evaluates a community’s zoning 
ordinance and assesses how well it implements the goals 
of the master plan. Zoning is a significant mechanism 
for achieving desired land use patterns and quality 
development. Foundationally, the Michigan Zoning 
Enabling Act (MZEA), Public Act 110 of 2006, requires 
that a zoning ordinance be based on a plan to help guide 
zoning decisions. Big Rapids’ zoning ordinance was 
last updated in February 2017, although this was not a 
comprehensive revision and staff has indicated that the 
city would benefit from a complete code update. The city 
has expressed interest and taken steps to learn about the 
benefits of integrating form-based elements into the code, 
but the role form-based regulations will have in shaping 
Big Rapids’ future developments is presently unclear. 

The city’s zoning ordinance generally conforms to 
the goals of the master plan, although there are ways in 
which it could more actively advance the city toward 
its vision for the future. In addition to single-family 
homes, the city permits attached single-family and 
multi-family dwelling units. Further, the city provides 
for a planned unit residential development (PURD)—
allowing developers flexibility from the strict adherence 
to the city’s zoning regulations. The practice of allowing 
a range of housing types, combined with the permitting 
of cluster developments, help the city meet the RRC best 
practice criteria for housing. If the city is looking for ways 
to further advance housing diversity, the permitting of 
accessory dwelling units in appropriate locations and/or 
expanding the zoning districts in which dwelling units are 
permitted above non-residential uses could be considered.

The city’s zoning ordinance currently does not 
meet RRC best practice criteria for providing areas of 
concentrated development in key areas. Although the 
C-2 zoning district allows for buildings to be constructed 
up to the public realm (front lot line), it does not require 
it. To encourage compact development, the ordinance 
could establish build-to lines in the C-2 zoning district—
and perhaps also for the C-1- and C-3-zoned commercial 
corridors along State Street and Maple Street. Build-
to lines in these areas would require buildings to be 
constructed up to the front lot line. This would support 
place making efforts as pedestrian-friendly building 

façade lines would be developed downtown and along 
key city corridors.

The city’s zoning ordinance allows for the mixing of 
uses in the R-P and R-R zoning districts. While the R-P 
zone district allows single-family homes to mix with 
a determined set of compatible uses, the R-R allows a 
degree of density as it allows multi-family buildings to be 
located alongside office buildings, banks, barbershops, 
daycares and other low-impact land uses. Although the 
R-R zoning district permits a mix of uses, it does little 
to encourage the compact development needed to help 
the city leverage existing services and reduce expensive 
infrastructure maintenance costs—which was frequently 
cited as a desire of residents in the master plan. 

To ensure desirable, compact, mixed-use development 
occurs, Big Rapids should consider integrating some 
form-based elements into its code. Form-based elements 
focus on the physical character (i.e., architecture and 
functionality) of development, particularly how it relates 
to the public realm that everyone shares. A growing 
number of communities across the country and the state 
of Michigan have found that form-based code elements 
provide a more precise and reliable tool for achieving 
what they want, preserving what they value and 
preventing what they don’t want. Form-based codes can 
be customized to Big Rapids’ vision for the future—it can 
be used to preserve and enhance the existing character 
of one neighborhood while dramatically improving the 
character of another. Most importantly, form-based 
codes can help Big Rapids’ achieve many of the goals 
asserted in the master plan. Form-based code elements 
encourage a mix of land uses, which can reduce the need 
to travel extensively; thus providing residents with an 
affordable means of travel while also reducing traffic and 
infrastructure maintenance costs. The code should stem 
from a design process which will generate consensus 
and a clear vision for a community. Further, through 
proactively addressing aesthetics and performance, 
form-based codes can gain resident support and generate 
a higher comfort level with compact development, 
allowing developers to build more units per acre—which 
can ultimately result in lower housing costs for residents. 
Additionally, form-based codes can regulate development 

Best Practice 2.1—Zoning regulations



Best practice findings

10

Best Practice 2.1—Zoning regulations continued

at the scale of an individual building or lot, which can 
encourage consistent independent developments across 
large areas without requiring large land assemblies and 
megaprojects which can be costly and time consuming 
endeavors. The extent to which form-based regulations 
are integrated into the ordinance can vary. The city 
could adopt form-based code guidelines that would 
help developers understand what the community feels is 
appropriate and provide guidance and support for city 
staff and officials. Or it could require certain physical 
properties and/or architectural features, including: 
building massing elements (e.g., wings, bays), open store 
fronts, minimum ground floor transparency, façade 
elements such as the location of windows or doors, 
building materials and streetscape elements—which 
could help Big Rapids’ develop according to the vision 
outlined in the master plan.

The current zoning code does not provide for the new 
economy-type businesses that can help add vibrancy 
to neighborhoods and downtown areas. To allow and 
attract these businesses, the city can add provisions that 
explicitly allow for new economy-type uses, including: 
film/recording studios, live-work spaces, indoor 
recreation areas, breweries, distilleries and/or arts and 
crafts studios. The city should discuss which zoning 
districts may be suited for a variety of new economy uses 
and integrate them where appropriate.

Presently, the zoning ordinance does not align with 
the RRC best practices in regard to non-motorized 
transportation. The city could consider adopting bicycle 
amenities (e.g., bike lanes, bike racks, bike service 
stations), traffic calming, and pedestrian-scale lighting 
and signage among other public realm standards.

The zoning ordinance also does not meet the 
expectations of the RRC best practices in regard to 
flexible parking standards. The city’s Joint Community 
Parking Program does allow (and require if within 300 

feet) downtown properties to use designated municipal 
parking areas. This is consistent with the community’s 
vision for the downtown area and it also provides 
business owners with options regarding how they meet 
parking requirements. However, the C-2 zoning district 
is the only district that features parking flexibility. 
Development proposals in all other zoning districts 
need to comply with the city’s table of parking space 
requirements. To provide parking flexibility, the code 
could allow for reductions, or the complete elimination 
of parking requirements, when there is public or on-
street parking available, bicycle parking is provided or 
when shared parking agreements are executed between 
complementary uses. Further, the city could establish 
maximum parking standards instead of minimum 
parking standards, allow for the planning commission or 
city commission to grant parking waivers and/or accept 
payments in lieu of parking in certain situations. 

The city’s ordinance does meet the RRC best 
practice criteria for green infrastructure. The city’s 
inclusion of minimum landscape buffer zones, greenbelt 
requirements, tree preservation efforts, parking lot 
landscaping standards and using the PURD to protect 
natural features are all green infrastructure best practices 
that the city is implementing. These practices should 
be continued. To build-upon these practices, the city 
may want to develop a green infrastructure map of 
natural resources the city would like to see protected. 
Eventually, this could be tied into a larger regional green 
infrastructure plan. 

Big Rapids’ zoning ordinance also meets the RRC 
best practice criteria for user-friendliness. The code’s 
illustrations of obscure zoning concepts and availability 
online as a searchable pdf are all user-friendly qualities of 
the code. In the future, the city could consider embedding 
links within the document that will take users to different 
locations within the nearly 200-page document. 



Best practice findings

11

Best Practice 2.1—Zoning regulations continued

Status Evaluation criteria Recommended actions for certification
Estimated 
timeline

2.1.1
The governing body has adopted a 
zoning ordinance that aligns with the 
goals of the master plan.

✓

2.1.2

The zoning ordinance provides for 
areas of concentrated development in 
appropriate locations and encourages 
the type and form of development 
desired.

 Consider adopting a form-based code to help 
achieve community goals

 Consider establishing build-to lines in key areas 

Q3 2018

2.1.3
The zoning ordinance includes flexible 
tools to encourage development and 
redevelopment.

 Consider adding zoning provisions to allow new 
economy-type uses, including: film/recording 
studios, live-work spaces, indoor recreation 
areas, breweries, distilleries and/or arts and 
crafts studios

Q3 2018

2.1.4
The zoning ordinance allows for a 
variety of housing options. ✓

2.1.5
The zoning ordinance includes 
standards to improve non-motorized 
transportation.

 Incorporate standards to improve non-motorized 
transportation, such as bicycle parking, traffic 
calming, pedestrian lighting and public realm 
standards.

Q3 2018

2.1.6
The zoning ordinance includes flexible 
parking standards.

 Allow for parking reductions when public 
or bicycle parking is available or when a 
shared parking agreement exists between 
complementary uses

 Establish maximum parking standards, allow for 
parking waivers or accept payment in lieu of 
parking

Q3 2018

2.1.7
The zoning ordinance includes 
standards for green infrastructure. ✓

2.1.8 The zoning ordinance is user-friendly. ✓
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Best practice findings

Best Practice 3.1 evaluates the city’s development review 
policies and procedures, project tracking and internal/
external communications. An efficient, deliberate and fair 
site plan review process is integral to being redevelopment 
ready. When communities can provide certainty and 
minimize risk in project planning, developers will be 
more likely to bring jobs and investment to a community. 
Therefore, communities should look to simplify and clarify 
policies wherever possible. 

Big Rapids zoning ordinance does a thorough job 
of explaining the development review and variance 
processes. It clearly states that one- and two-family 
homes, building expansions smaller than 1,000 square 
feet in size, changes in use and non-residential accessory 
structures do not require site plan review. All other 
projects need to submit all of the required site plan 
application materials—which are clearly listed—
and receive approval from the Big Rapids Planning 
Commission at a public hearing. Conditional use permits 
receive a recommendation of approval or denial from the 
planning commission before an ultimate decision is made 
by the city commission. The city’s zoning board of appeals 
has the authority to hear appeals of administrative 
decisions and interpret the zoning map and text to inform 
decisions on both use and non-use variances.

Although the process and submission requirements 
are easy to find and understand in the zoning ordinance, 
potential applicants will not always take the time to 
research the process on their own. Therefore, Big 
Rapids relies on its qualified intake staff to answer 
questions, receive and process applications, offer 
sketch plan meetings and provide excellent customer 
service. Site plan application review is performed 
by the Neighborhood Services Department, the city 
manager, the public works department and the fire and 

police departments. This is consistent with the review 
process articulated in the zoning ordinance. While 
providing sketch plan and multi-departmental reviews 
are great practices, city staff could strengthen their 
development review process by encouraging applicants 
to contact and request feedback from key community 
stakeholders when there is the potential for a proposal to 
become contentious. These stakeholders could include 
residents, homeowners associations, business owners or 
community groups. 

Just as feedback is important for applicants, it 
is important for the city to receive feedback on 
its development review practices and review this 
information annually so that it can continually make 
improvements and adapt to changing conditions. 
Currently the city does not have a formal method for 
requesting feedback on its site plan review process. To 
become RRC certified the city should develop a way to 
receive feedback. This could be via survey, comment 
cards, having a question or two at the end of the site 
plan application, or another method that would work 
for the city. This information is vital if the city is going 
to continue improving its review practices and it will 
help inform the annual review of the site plan review 
process—which is required by RRC best practice 3.1.9.

Big Rapids currently uses a combination of digital 
and hard-copy files to track projects through the 
site plan review process. Big Rapids’ contracts with 
Mecosta County to perform their building inspections. 
Therefore, the two regulating jurisdictions are in constant 
communication so they can track the status of projects 
as they go through both the review and inspections 
processes. The city has indicated that both internal and 
external communication are strengths of the city.

Best Practice 3.1—Development review policy and procedures
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Best Practice 3.1—Development review policy and procedures continued

Status Evaluation criteria Recommended actions for certification
Estimated 
timeline

3.1.1
The zoning ordinance articulates a 
thorough site plan review process. ✓

3.1.2
The community has a qualified intake 
professional. ✓

3.1.3
The community defines and offers 
conceptual site plan review meetings 
for applicants.

✓

3.1.4

The community encourages a 
developer to seek input from 
neighboring residents and businesses 
at the onset of the application process.

 Establish a strategy for assisting applicants in 
reaching community organizations, businesses 
and residents

Q1 2018

3.1.5
The appropriate departments engage 
in joint site plan reviews. ✓

3.1.6
The community has a clearly 
documented internal staff review 
policy.

✓

3.1.7
The community promptly acts on 
development requests. ✓

3.1.8
The community has a method to track 
development projects. ✓

3.1.9
The community annually reviews the 
successes and challenges with the site 
plan review and approval procedures.

 Establish a customer feedback mechanism 
to gather input on the development review 
process

 Annually review the site plan review and 
approval procedure including customer 
feedback

Q4 2017
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Best practice findings

Best Practice 3.2 evaluates the availability of the 
community’s development information. Having all 
development-related information in a single location 
can greatly increase the ability of an applicant to access 
what they need quickly and efficiently. Including this 
information online can also maximize Big Rapids’ staff 
capacity, because staff will spend less time answering 
questions when applicants can have these questions 
answered by the city’s website. The city currently has 
the development-related information needed for a 
user-friendly, online guide to development, but it’s 
recommended that it be reformatted and made more 
easily accessible to applicants. 

The city’s website—particularly the neighborhood 
services webpage—has the fundamental elements of a 
quality guide to development. The neighborhood services 
webpage features staff contact information, links to the 
city’s master plan, downtown plan, rental information 

and applications for zoning permits, site plans and 
rezoning requests. It’s recommended that the city locates 
all development-related information on this webpage. 
To do this, the city should add planning commission 
and city commission meeting schedules, a development 
fee schedule, the capital improvements plan and a flow 
chart with estimated time frames for each step in the 
process. Including all pertinent information in an easy-to-
understand format online is critical to providing quality 
customer service. The site plan review flow chart and 
the development fee schedule both help applicants fully 
understand the extent of time and money involved in 
investing in a community. Another aspect of customer 
service that is recommended, but not required to meet 
RRC best practice criteria, is the acceptance of credit 
cards. The practice of accepting credit cards for payment is 
becoming an expected service in today’s society and it can 
facilitate the development process in certain situations. 

Best Practice 3.2—Guide to Development

Status Evaluation criteria Recommended actions for certification
Estimated 
timeline

3.2.1

The community maintains an online 
guide to development that explains 
policies, procedures and steps to 
obtain approvals.

 Add a flow chart with estimated time frames 
for the site plan review process, development-
related fee schedule, planning commission and 
city commission meeting schedules and the 
capital improvements plan to the neighborhood 
services webpage. 

Q2 2018

3.2.2
The community annually reviews the 
fee schedule. ✓
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Best practice findings

Best Practice 4.1 evaluates how a community conducts 
recruitment and orientation for newly appointed or 
elected officials. Such officials sit on the numerous 
boards, commissions and committees that advise city 
leaders on key policy decisions. Ensuring the city is 
able to recruit the best candidates for these bodies and 
also have a system in place to get new members up to 
speed ensures predictability and accountability in the 
development process.

Big Rapids has four development-related boards: 
the city commission, planning commission, downtown 
development authority (DDA) and the zoning board 
of appeals. The city’s “Interest Indicator for City of Big 
Rapids Advisory Boards, Commissions and Committees” 
form serves as the application for a variety of city boards 
and commissions. This form includes meeting schedules 
for each board/commission and a brief summary of each 
board/commission’s responsibility. These summaries 

assist prospective applicants in deciding if they are 
ready to make a commitment to serve on a city board. 
To meet the RRC best practice criteria, this document 
should be amended to include a list of desired skill sets 
candidates should possess for each board or commission. 
An example application for community boards and 
commissions available on the RRC’s website could assist 
the city in identifying desired skill sets for each board/
commission position. 

Just as someone’s understanding of expectations 
is important prior to them becoming an elected or 
appointed official, they are important after. Orientation 
packets including city ordinances, procedures, pertinent 
laws and other information that will prepare each city 
official for their new role are currently provided to newly 
elected or appointed officials. Big Rapids meets the RRC 
best practice for providing orientation information to its 
board/commission members.

Best Practice 4.1—Recruitment and orientation

Status Evaluation criteria Recommended actions for certification
Estimated 
timeline

4.1.1
The community sets expectations for 
board and commission positions. 

 Add desired skill sets to the “Interest Indicator 
for City of Big Rapids Advisory Boards, 
Commissions and Committees” document

Q4 2017

4.1.2

The community provides orientation 
packets to all appointed and elected 
members of development-related 
boards and commissions. 

✓



16

Best practice findings

Best Practice 4.2 assesses how a community encourages 
training and tracks educational activities for city 
officials and staff. Trainings provide officials and staff 
with an opportunity to expand their knowledge and 
ultimately make more informed decisions about land 
use and redevelopment issues. The advent of online 
training platforms makes educational opportunities 
more accessible than in the past and these opportunities 
should be taken advantage of. 

The city currently has money budgeted for officials 
and staff to attend trainings and attendance is 
encouraged. Ongoing discussions about Big Rapids’ 
issues and challenges help the city identify general 
areas where officials and staff could benefit from 
trainings. Similarly, the city is able to broadly track city 
officials’ and staffs’ completion of trainings. However, 
despite these proactive efforts, the city does not have 
a standardized method of identifying or tracking 
trainings and could benefit from developing one. It’s 
recommended that the city set annual training goals 
for officials and staff and develop a document to track 
progress toward these goals in order to meet the 

RRC best practice criteria for education and training. 
Although the city already encourages officials to attend 
trainings, adding “Upcoming Training Opportunities”  
as a standing agenda item may be beneficial for the 
city. As staff and officials start to attend more trainings, 
a formal method of sharing the lessons learned from 
trainings should be established.

Overall, the level of communication between city 
officials, staff and its residents is currently a strength of 
Big Rapids. The city’s tradition of holding board dinners 
and consistently holding public meetings combined 
with a strong social media presence and providing 
consistent memos and newsletters all add up to a positive 
communicative city atmosphere. Although, the city has 
a positive communications climate, there are a couple of 
ways it could be improved. Currently, Big Rapids does 
not consistently hold collaborative work sessions or 
joint trainings amongst its multiple boards/commission 
and the planning commission does not present an 
annual report of planning-related activities to the city 
commission. Both of these practices should be started in 
order to meet the RRC best practice criteria.

Best Practice 4.2—Education and training

Status Evaluation criteria Recommended actions for certification
Estimated 
timeline

4.2.1
The community has a dedicated 
source of funding for training. ✓

4.2.2

The community identifies training 
needs and tracks attendance of the 
governing body, boards, commissions 
and staff.

 Establish a method of identifying training 
needs and tracking training attendance of the 
governing body, boards, commissions and staff

Q1 2018

4.2.3
The community encourages the 
governing body, boards, commissions 
and staff to attend trainings. 

✓

4.2.4
The community shares information 
between the governing body, boards, 
commissions and staff.

 The planning commission should present an 
annual report of planning activities to the city 
commission 

 Start holding collaborative work sessions and/or 
joint trainings

Q4 2017
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Best practice findings

Best Practice 5.1 assesses how a community identifies, 
visions for and markets their priority redevelopment 
sites. Communities must think strategically about 
the redevelopment of properties and investments. 
Prioritized redevelopment should be targeted in areas 
that will catalyze further development around it. 
Instead of waiting for developers to propose projects, 
Redevelopment Ready Communities® identify priority 
sites and prepare information to assist developers in 
finding opportunities that match the city’s vision. 

To meet this best practice criteria, it is recommended 
Big Rapids work with stakeholders to identify 
redevelopment ready sites and develop a future vision for 
at least one of the sites. This vision should be tied to the 
master plan and the city should ensure the framework 

is in place to support that vision (i.e., vision allowed by 
zoning regulations). From there, the city should gather 
basic information such as address, owner, value and 
available infrastructure, and this information should be 
packaged into a marketable document. At least one site 
package should be developed further into a complete 
property information package (PIP) which includes an 
expanded list of more technical items (as applicable) 
such as environmental conditions, traffic studies, market 
analyses etc. Finally, the sites should be actively marketed 
by the city and its economic development partners. 
Having at least three redevelopment sites—one of which 
will need to include a full property information package—
advertised on the city website will help generate interest 
and stimulate economic activity in Big Rapids. 

Best Practice 5.1—Redevelopment Ready Sites®

Status Evaluation criteria Recommended actions for certification
Estimated 
timeline

5.1.1
The community identifies 
redevelopment sites.

 Identify at least two more redevelopment sites

 Develop a complete property information 
package (PIP) for at least one redevelopment site 

Q4 2018

5.1.2
The community gathers basic 
information for redevelopment sites.

 Gather basic information on at least three 
redevelopment sites

Q4 2018

5.1.3
The community has development a 
vision for the redevelopment sites.

 Establish visions for each of the redevelopment 
sites

Q4 2018

5.1.4
The community identifies potential 
resources and incentives for 
prioritized redevelopment sites. 

 Identify potential resources and/or incentives  
for the identified redevelopment sites

Q4 2018

5.1.5
A property information package for 
the prioritized redevelopment site(s) 
is assembled.

 Create a property information package (PIP) for 
at least one of the redevelopment sites

Q4 2018

5.1.6
At least three redevelopment sites 
are actively marketed.

 Market the redevelopment sites online Q4 2018
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Best practice findings

Best Practice 6.1 evaluates goals and actions identified 
by a community to assist in strengthening its overall 
economic health. Today, economic development means 
more than business retention, expansion and attraction. 
While business development is a core value, a community 
needs to include place making and talent in the overall 
equation for economic success. A successful economic 
development strategy will highlight a community’s assets, 
and describe a range of innovative incentives that will 
attract both people and businesses.

Big Rapids has been proactive in planning for its 
economy as evidenced by the formation of a DDA, 
Downtown Business Association (DBA) and Brownfield 
Redevelopment Authority (BRA); along with the 
identification of economic principles and strategies 
in the master plan, downtown plan and brownfield 
redevelopment plan. Although these proactive economic 
development initiatives are excellent, a formal, 
overarching economic development strategy will need to 
be developed to align with the RRC best practice criteria.

This economic development strategy can be integrated 
into the city’s upcoming master plan update—which 

currently outlines the city’s desire to attract businesses 
downtown, expand housing options and leverage 
existing infrastructure to develop compact, mixed-
use developments with access to transit—which 
could serve as a solid foundation for the integration 
of an economic development strategy. The economic 
development strategy could also be a stand-alone 
document. Either way, the plan should build upon the 
strategies identified in the master plan, downtown plan 
and capital improvements plan, identify strengths, 
weaknesses, opportunities and threats and include goals, 
implementation actions, estimated time frames and 
responsible parties. The strategy will be the strongest 
and the most implementable if the city coordinates its 
strategy with all regional stakeholders including the West 
Michigan Regional Planning Commission, Ferris State 
University, West Michigan Prosperity Alliance, Mecosta 
County Development Corporation. Once the city has 
adopted an overarching economic development strategy, 
it should be reviewed by the city commission on an 
annual basis. 

Best Practice 6.1—Economic development strategy

Status Evaluation criteria Recommended actions for certification
Estimated 
timeline

6.1.1
The community has approved an 
economic development strategy.

 Develop an overarching economic development 
strategy to be approved by the city commission

Q3 2018

6.1.2
The community annually reviews the 
economic development strategy.

 Schedule an annual review of the adopted 
economic development strategy

Q4 2018
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Best Practice 6.2 evaluates how a community promotes 
and markets itself. Marketing and branding is an essential 
tool for promoting a community’s assets and unique 
attributes. Consumers and investors are attracted to 
places that evoke positive feelings and to communities 
that take pride in their town and their history. 

Big Rapids’ municipal website features marketing 
information, such as an advertisement for the city’s 
farmers’ market, the bus dial-a-ride program, an all-city 
yard sale and links to Mecosta County Convention and 
Visitors Bureau. The website is a perfect place to market 
a community, and Big Rapids should continue to take 
full advantage. The city many want to consider adding 
more information, perhaps highlighting itself as an 
innovative “college town” (as it is the home of Ferris State 
University) spotlighting Big Rapids’ rich history and/or 
the city’s various lifestyle options, which could include 
the city’s proximity to an airport or the ability to get 
around via public transit. Big Rapids also uses Facebook 
to market itself and its various events. The page has 
frequent posts and lots of interaction from residents and 
local business owners. 

To become certified, Big Rapids will need to develop 
an overarching marketing strategy that integrates its 
various assets, leverages resources and establishes agreed 
upon city goals. Once identified, the marketing of the 
city’s redevelopment sites (RRC best practice 5) should be 

integrated into this marketing strategy. The city may want 
to host a visioning workshop that could help establish a 
unified vision for the marketing strategy and visions for 
each of the city’s redevelopment sites. 

The second element of Best Practice 6.2 is the 
promotion of the city through a website. A municipal 
website serves multiple functions. On a fundamental 
level, it is a means to share information, including 
information about public meetings, plans, policies and 
events. Beyond this, a website is an important expression 
of a community’s character and image. People who are 
unfamiliar with a community will often first look to a 
website for information. They will be forming their first 
impressions and reaching conclusions from the website; 
therefore it is important that the website is visually 
appealing and key information is easily accessible.

Big Rapids’ website features visually attractive 
headers on each page and is well organized with an easy 
to understand navigation bar across the top, resource 
menus along both the left and right side of the page and 
a summary of the city prominently displayed on the 
home page. The website’s numerous webpages feature 
informative content and it is very easy to navigate among 
the website’s web pages. As the development-related 
items discussed in this report are completed, they should 
be added to the website.

Best Practice 6.2—Marketing and promotion

Status Evaluation criteria Recommended actions for certification
Estimated 
timeline

6.2.1
The community has developed a 
marketing strategy.

 Adopt a formal marketing strategy for the city Q1 2019

6.2.2
The community has an updated,  
user-friendly municipal website.

 Add missing items to the city website Q1 2019
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Conclusion

3777-170104

The RRC program assists communities in maximizing 
their economic potential by embracing effective 
redevelopment tools and best practices. As this report 
makes clear, there are a variety of ways Big Rapids can 
improve its development-related practices. With the 
skills, strategies and resources the RRC team can provide 
combined with the support of city commission and the 
planning commission, Big Rapids will be able to achieve 
certification in the near future. 

Big Rapids’ city commission, planning commission 
and city staff should review this report to assure everyone 
is in agreement with the findings and then discuss the 
unmet best practice criteria and confirm it aligns with the 
city’s goals for the future. After this, the city commission 
will need to pass a resolution confirming Big Rapids’ 
desire to continue with the RRC process. The city can 

work at its own pace to complete the remaining best 
practice items. Big Rapids may choose to incorporate 
some of the best practices and direction provided by this 
report into its master plan—which is currently being 
developed. The city certainly has strengths on which 
to build, including its long-range plans; predictable, 
transparent development review process and strong 
partnerships with a variety of local and regional partners. 
Existing challenges for Big Rapids include amending the 
zoning ordinance to encourage compact development 
in key areas and developing overarching economic 
development and marketing strategies. The RRC team is 
looking forward to working with the city as it progresses 
toward certification. RRC views this report as the first 
step in a productive, long-lasting relationship that will 
continue for years to come. 



MEDC Redevelopment Ready Communities:  City of Big Rapids 

Evaluation of Best Practices Status – June 2019 
 

BP Description Initial Update Notes on Progress Made 
1.1.1 Master Plan    
1.1.2 Downtown Plan    
1.1.3 Corridor Plan N/A N/A  
1.1.4 CIP    
1.2.1 Public Participation Plan   Adopted Jan. 2019 
1.2.2 Beyond basic public participation    
1.2.3 Share outcomes of public participation   Strategy in Public Particip. Plan 
2.1.1 Zoning Ordinance    
2.1.2 Areas of concentrated dev. In ZO   Downtown Form-based Code 
2.1.3 Flexible tools in ZO   “New Econ Type Uses” in ZO 
2.1.4 ZO allows housing options    
2.1.5 ZO - non-motorized transportation   Bicycle parking, ped lighting, etc. 
2.1.6 ZO – flexible parking standards   Parking reductions, max standards 
2.1.7 ZO – green infrastructure    
2.1.8 ZO is user friendly    
3.1.1 ZO contains SPR process    
3.1.2 Qualified intake professional    
3.1.3 Offer conceptual SPR meetings    
3.1.4 Strategy for developers to seek input   In Public Participation Plan 
3.1.5 Joint department SPRs    
3.1.6 Clear internal staff review policy    
3.1.7 Acts promptly on development requests    
3.1.8 Method to track development projects    
3.1.9 Annual review of SPR procedures   2018 Annual Review conducted 
3.2.1 Guide to Development, online    
3.2.2 Annual review of fee schedule    
4.1.1 Expectations of boards/commissions   Updated forms online 
4.1.2 Orientation packets to boards/coms    
4.2.1 Dedicated funding for training    
4.2.2 Method to ID training needs, track   Tracking spreadsheet created 
4.2.3 Encourage boards to attend training    
4.2.4 Work together between boards   Joint meetings scheduled for 2019 
5.1.1 ID 3 redevelopment sites,   Need 2+ more sites 
5.1.2 Basic info on 3 sites   Need sites and template 
5.1.3 Community vision for 3 sites   Need sites 
5.1.4 ID potential resources/incentives   Draft Incentives document 
5.1.5 PIP for one site   Hanchett PIP in progress 
5.1.6 Market redevelopment sites online   Need sites and PIP to market 
6.1.1 Economic development strategy   Work with MCDC on this 
6.1.2 Annual review of ED Strategy   Need ED Strategy to review 
6.2.1 Formal marketing strategy   Work with CVB? Start from zero? 
6.2.2 Update website with all RRC stuff   Continue to add to City website 

Start:  20/12/9 of 41; 48% complete  June 2019:  28/6/7 of 41; 68% complete 
Certification Goal:   January 2020  



Big Rapids RRC TA Request– June 2019 
 
Completed: FBC Consultation 
In October 2017, Kathleen Duffy led a meeting discussing the City’s needs and the possible strategy of a form-based 
code. This used $1725 of the City’s eligible TA match. 
 
 
Downtown, Corridor + Transition Districts Form-Based Zoning Amendments: 

• Kick off with an evening visioning session open to the public and stakeholders focused on downtown 
character and walkability. 

o Build upon the recent Master Plan amendments and Downtown Blueprint but focus more on how 
the desired character can translate to zoning amendments. 

o Introduce a form-based zoning strategy and include many visual examples on site design and 
mixing uses 

• Form-based Amendments 
o This will likely result in hybrid form-based revisions to the C-2, R-R and R-P Districts with smaller 

amendments to C-3 to incorporate stronger design requirements. 
o Transition areas: 

 Analyze the adjacent areas to Downtown for how the edge conditions can transition to 
nearby residential neighborhoods and the State Street corridor. 

 Strengthen site design regulations, de-emphasize parking with buildings fronting the 
street, and integrate new high-tech and maker space uses. 

 
Phase 2 total budget: $18,000  
 
75/25 split 
City Budget: $4,500 
RRC Match: $13,500 
 

Phase 1: Downtown Vision   

1.1 Gather GIS Data/base maps 
1.2 Review past plans/current downtown area districts 
1.3 workshop prep 
1.4 evening workshop (mtg #1) 
1.5 meeting summary/draft approach 
1.6 Steering Committee meeting on form-based approach (WebEx) 
  

Phase 2: Draft Form-Based Code  

2.1 Draft district standards (C-2, R-R, R-P + any additional districts) 
2.2 District graphics 
2.3 Steering Committee meeting on draft districts (mtg #2) 
2.4 District revisions 
2.5 Steering committee WebEx to finalize districts 
2.6 City would handle adoption meetings  



Future Phase: Additional Zoning Edits Identified for RRC Compliance and Ease of Use: 
• Zoning Ordinance Audit: table of recommended changes, some of which will address below, some of which 

the City can prioritize for amendments now or later 
• Convert Uses to a table (City to start) 

o Easy to find where something is permitted 
o Good exercise to really examine where things are permitted 
o Link to use standards 

• Convert “conditional use” to “special land use” to align with MZEA terminology 
• Strengthen intent statements 

o Make mixed-use more of a priority 
• Make residential housing options permitted by right 
• Make PUD its own chapter (label these on map) 
• Consider setback maximums 
• Consider parking maximums 
• Consider revising buffer standards between uses (doesn’t support mixing uses and can often be quite 

suburban) 
• Add page numbers to table of contents (City) 
• Ensure non-motorized transportation is accommodated 
• Review site plan review process and create a flow chart (City to document current process) 

 
We will work with you to prioritize these amendments for additional TA once the form-based portion is complete.  
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STAFF REPORT TO THE PLANNING COMMISSION 

 
TO:   Planning Commission 
FROM: Paula Priebe, Neighborhood Services Director 
SUBJECT: Zoning for Marihuana Businesses 
DATE:  13 June 2019 
 
 
Introduction 
As part of the City’s ongoing considerations regarding whether to allow medical or recreational 
marihuana establishments within the City boundaries, the discussion around zoning for such 
businesses continues. 
 
Three State of Michigan laws are currently in place to regulate marihuana businesses. These are 
the Michigan Medical Marihuana Act (MMMA) which establishes the patient/caregiver model, 
the Medical Marihuana Facilities Licensing Act (MMFLA), by which medical facilities are 
licensed by the State and located in municipalities that opt in, and the Michigan Regulation and 
Taxation of Marihuana Act (MRTMA) which permits recreational marihuana businesses to be 
licensed by the State and located in municipalities that do not opt out. 
 
What to Regulate 
See the attached Medical Marihuana Facilities Ordinance Comparison Tables document which 
compares the details of five different ordinances according to five different categories of 
regulations. The communities analyzed are: Adrian, Ferndale, Mt. Pleasant, Niles, and Center 
Line. They all have active Medical Marihuana facilities in their communities.  
 
The five tables are Zoning, Buffer Distances, Signage, Building Requirements, and Other. The 
City of Big Rapids will need to consider regulations for all these types and more when drafting a 
local Medical Marihuana ordinance. As the Comparison Tables show, there is some flexibility 
within the MMFLA as to how local municipalities choose to regulate marihuana businesses. 
 
The Comparison Tables are only considering existing regulations for Medical Marihuana 
Facilities. The Planning Commission has previously discussed the idea of drafting one ordinance 
which would work for both Medical and Adult Use/Recreational Marihuana. Separate laws 
govern each type of use, each with their own language for type of facility, but the rules from the 
State are expected to be similar. 
 
Action 
We will have a conversation working through the different types of regulations we’ll need and 
discussing what might be the best fit for Big Rapids. Please review our Marihuana conversations 
and handouts to date to be prepared to engage in that conversation. 



Medical Marihuana Facilities Ordinance Comparison Tables 
 
Please note: Medical Marihuana Facilities (as stipulated in the Michigan Medical Marihuana Facilities 
Licensing Act, 2008) include the following subcategories: growers, processors, safety compliance 
facilities, secure transporters, and provisioning centers. Where “all” is indicated, it means all of these:  
 
Table 1: Zoning 
Type of establishments permitted, number, and districts where permitted 

 
  

City/Town 
Type of 
marihuana 
facility 

Number permitted by type Zoning Districts Overlay 
zone? 

Special Land Use 
Permit required? 

Adrian (pop. 21,100) 
All Unlimited within the 

marihuana overlay zone.  
I-1 and I-2 yes  for 

Ind 
Yes (called a 
Zoning Exception 
Permit) Provisioning 

Centers 
10 permits in two Districts 
combined. Unlimited in the 
Ind overlay district. 

B-1 and B-2 
Ind overlay 

 

Ferndale (pop. 19,900) 
growers 
processors 
transporters 

none allowed OS, M-1, M-2 no 
 

No. 

compliance 
facility 

1 maximum OS, M-1, M-2 

provisioning 
centers 

3 maximum OS, M-1, M-2 

Mt. Pleasant (pop. 26,000) 
growers Class A 5 maximum SD-1 No Yes. 
growers, Class B 
or Class C 

3 maximum SD-1 

Processors and 
transporters 

no limit SD-1 

provisioning 
centers 

3 maximum SD-1, Central 
District (CD)-4, 
CD-5 

Niles (pop. 11,600) 
All other types No Limit Industrial  Yes. 
Provisioning 
Center 

Maximum of 4 Industrial and 
Regional 
Commercial 

Yes 

Center Line (pop. 8,273) 
Growers Class A (5), B (5), C (5) M-1 or M-2 No? No? 
Processors Limited to 15 M-1 or M-2 



Medical Marihuana Facilities Ordinance Comparison Tables 
 
Table 2: Buffer Distances 
Buffer zones as required by the local ordinance 
 

 
  

Type of 
marijuana 
facility 

Permitted distance from: Distance 
from  
similar 
facilities 

 school Other daycare 
facility 

park, 
playground, 
house of 
worship 

substance-
abuse 
services 
facility 

 

Adrian 
all 1000 

ft. 
 250 ft. 250 ft. 250 ft.  

Ferndale 
provisioning 
center, 
compliance 
facility 

500 ft.  500 ft.   500 ft. 

Mt. Pleasant 
all 1000 

ft. 
“University 
Special 
District” 
500 ft. 

    

Niles  
All Only permitted in Ind Dist. 
Provisioning 
Centers 

Permitted in Ind and RC Districts.  
Buffer built into the permitted districts. 

Center Line 
All 400+ Residential 

Zones 
200+ 

 200+  200+ 



Medical Marihuana Facilities Ordinance Comparison Tables 
 
Table 3: Signage and other facility stipulations 
Special regulations regarding signage, hours, and parking 
 

Uses Signage Hours Drive-
thru 

Parking 

Adrian 
all one identification sign, flat against the 

wall, not to exceed eight square feet  
7AM to 
9PM 

no  

Ferndale 
provisioning 
center,  
compliance 
center 

(no sign stipulations found) 9 am to 9 
pm only 
 

no same parking 
requirements as 
other medical 
facilities 

 

Mt. Pleasant 
all signage may not depict marihuana, 

infused products or paraphernalia 
   

Niles     
all One wall sign <50 sq. ft. and one pole or 

monument sign <32 sq. ft.. Cannot be 
illuminated. Must include an inside sign 
with warnings. Cannot use specific 
language/symbols referring to marihuana 

7:00AM 
to 10:00 
PM 

Prohibited No special 
requirements 

Center Line     
all No use of marihuana symbols or 

language/slang words 
9 AM to 
9 PM 

Prohibited  

 
  



Medical Marihuana Facilities Ordinance Comparison Tables 
 
Table 4: Building requirements, nuisances 
Special regulations regarding buildings and nuisance issues 
 

Uses Building requirement(s) Regarding Nuisances 
Adrian 
all enclosed building Cultivation or processing “shall not create 

noise, dust, vibration, glare, fumes, odors 
or electrical interference detectable to the 
normal senses beyond the property 
boundaries” 

Ferndale 
provisioning center,  
compliance center 

--Activated carbon filtration 
system for odor control 
--appearance “compatible with” 
nearby buildings  
-- if part of a building, no interior 
access to other parts of the 
building facility  
--5,000 sq. ft. max. 

 

Mt. Pleasant 
all  Facilities should be set back and screened 

to “minimize light spillage, odor, and 
noise” 

grower indoor cultivation only, opaque 
sides with translucent roofs. 

 

provisioning center appearance must be compatible 
with surrounding businesses 

 

Niles 
All Odor Control, display of permit, 

Operation and Safety/Security 
Plans 

Odor control,  

Center Line   
All Odors, Lighting, Security, 

Permits. 
 

 
  



Medical Marihuana Facilities Ordinance Comparison Tables 
 
Table 5: Other 
Other special regulations outside the Zoning Ordinance, including Fees and Penalties 
 

Number of 
permits/City 

Application includes Costs Violations and penalties 

Adrian 
unlimited   Permit Application: 

$5,000 per permit 
Municipal Civil Infraction, may 
have permit denied or revoked if 
repeat offenses 

Ferndale 
unlimited  zoning compliance permit Application: $5,000  

Annual fee: $5,000 
 

--License revocation 
--Misdemeanor 
--$500/day and/or up to 90 days 
in jail 

Mt. Pleasant 
unlimited Copy of LARA paperwork 

and successful pre-
qualification 

Application Fee: 
$200 
Annual 
Administrative Fee: 
$5,000 per license 

--City may request that LARA 
revoke or refrain from renewing 
license 
--Infraction is a municipal civil 
infraction, each day $500 (first 
violation), each subsequent 
violation: $5,000.  
--City has a right to seek other 
remedies. 

Niles    
Limited by 
zoning, 
except 
Provisioning 
Centers (4) 

Ord 488 Section 3.B Annual fee: $5,000 Denial, suspension, revocation 
or nonrenewal of a license. 
Misdemeanor, not more than 
$1,500 and/or 90 days plus court 
costs and expenses. 

Center Line    
Numbers 
given, but 
limited 
further by 
zoning 

Long Checklist, includes State 
Pre-Qualification application, 
criminal background check of 
owners, etc. 

Application fee: 
$1,500 
Annual fee: $5,000 
Annual inspection 
fee: $2,500 

Misdemeanor, not more than 
$1,500 and/or 90 days plus court 
costs and expenses. 

 


