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Planning & Zoning Board
Otsego County

Dear Members:

Subject: Draft Master Plan

Introduction and Conclusions

This letter summarizes my comments on the draft Otsego County Master Plan.  Almost all of 
these comments have been provided during the development process, though not in the more 
comprehensive manner in this letter.  Most have neither been addressed nor answered from my 
perspective.  They appear to have been ignored by those who controlled the development of the 
draft.  

Most of my comments concern process.   The quality of the results depends strongly on the 
process used.  For example, one cannot expect to make an award-winning cake by using a lousy 
recipe.  

I have two overall conclusions/recommendations:
1. To properly reflect the uncertainty in longer-range land use and to properly reflect different 

preferred land uses, the land use map should be modified to show the alternative preferential land 
uses for each parcel.  This will also indirectly show  what land uses are not preferred.  

2. The master planning process should be ongoing and continue, specifically to address the 
concerns expressed by this resident, other residents, county officials and others.   This should 
include the concerns expressed by residents during the planning process for the current draft, 
which should be in the P&Z files or the consultant’s files.  A valid survey should be immediately 
conducted to gather the “voice of the residents”.  

Public Inputs

The residents of Otsego County are the customers, who have apparently been ignored or 
bypassed in drafting the master plan.  The clearest indication is that the draft does not include a 
section describing the “voice of the residents”.  Many residents provided their views which were 
apparently not summarized, most not even during the process.  Explanations for the disposition of 
the “voice of the residents” has not been provided, and is not part of the draft plan.  

Perhaps the only way to obtain the “voice of the residents” is through a valid survey of 
residents.  Requests for a survey were rejected by the decision makers, who may or may not have had 
the authority to do so.  My observation is that the public’s input, as reflected in the draft plan, is 
limited to the description of the objectives.  However, these are mostly “motherhood and apple pie”, 
are not focused, and are not actionable — all of which I expressed during my attendance at the 
various meetings.  

My observation is that something other that public inputs at public planning meetings drove 
definition of the land use shown on the land-use map.  The land-use map seems to be everything to 
all people, and does not provide much guidance in shaping and enabling the development in Otsego 
County.  The most important inputs to the planning process may have occurred beyond the scope of 
the Open Meetings and the Freedom of Information Acts.  

There is likely a consensus that the public involvement did not work very well, as some on the 
P&Z board stated on January 19.  I would agree.  Maybe that was intended.  Regardless, if that 
occurred, it represents a leadership failure, and is not the fault of the residents.  I can understand that 
volunteers became worn out by the lack of clear direction and objectives, by their comments not be 



included in the next draft (which could at least record the reasons why their ideas were not be 
included), by becoming discouraged with the laborious process, and being prevented in discussing 
alternatives for land use.  Given the large public turnouts on various zoning issues, it is clear there is a 
strong public interest in planning.  The process used did not tap into that interest.  The process was 
clearly not capable.  

Many master plans for counties are available on the internet.  Many set high standards for 
what can be done.  Setting that high standard is a function of the leadership, and should be stated in 
the draft master plan.  I was unable to find such a standard in the draft.  

Need shared definition of a Master Plan

If the expectation is broad support for the draft Master Plan, a beginning step is the definition 
of the term, Master Plan, what it is and what it is not.  Such a definition is not stated in the draft 
plan, nor was any definition discussed in the public meetings that I attended.  My view for such a 
definition is a Master Plan is a document that guides, states preferences, leads, influences, shapes and 
enables preferred development and establishes its limits, but does not command, control or direct.  A 
corollary is that a Master Plan cannot be all things to all people — cannot just be a free expression 
of property owners or that of local officials.  Definitions from the internet include:

Master Plans at 
<http://www.mcparkandplanning.org/community/about/glossary.shtm#master_plans> — A 
comprehensive definition
Glossary, Douglas County, Colorado at 
<http://www.douglas.co.us/CMP2030/documents/2030_CMP_Appendix_A.pdf> — A concise 
definition.  
Glossary, Larimer County, Colorado at 
<http://www.co.larimer.co.us/planning/planning/master_plan/glossary.htm> — A comprehensive 
glossary and very short definition of master plan.  
Glossary, Prince George’s County, MD at <http://www.mncppc.org/html/glossary2.htm> — A 
comprehensive glossary with a concise definition of Master Plan.  

The sampling above illustrates two important points:  (1) Master Plans typically include a glossary of 
terms including a definition of Master Plan, and (2) there is value in adopting definitions that have 
broad support for “master plan” and for other terminology as well.  The consultant should have 
provided such a glossary.  Instead, much time was spent in developing specific definitions for Otsego 
County.  This makes comparisons to other master plans more difficult with no apparent benefit to 
Otsego County.  Otsego County doesn’t need to reinvent the wheel.  

The terms “land use” and “land use changes” are misused in the Master Plan.  Since the Master 
Plan has a long-range focus, there is a range of potential land uses.  Note that the term “potential 
land uses” is plural reflecting different scenarios of preferred use for each parcel.  Yet the draft 
Master Plan and its summary map reflect a singular land use for each parcel of land, which is 
inconsistent with the long-range focus and the uncertainties inherent in how county will develop in 
30 years.  In 1978, did anyone predict what Otsego County would be like today?  If anyone had, 
would they have been taken seriously.  Yet, that is precisely what is depicted in the draft land-use 
map.  

The singular nature and inference of a map showing only single uses is misleading regardless of 
what disclaimers may be noted on the map.  Most will interpret it as the first draft of a zoning map, 
and expect that the land uses shown on this map will evolve into the zoning ordinance.  Showing 
multiple potential uses for each parcel helps to shape and enable development and would discourage 
non-preferred uses.  

Policy and Direction from Otsego County Government

This does not appear to exist, but is clearly needed to establish the direction and limits on 
what is/was to be done.  I did not find such statements in the draft master plan.  Clear direction and 
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clear definition of the process to be used are necessary to establish unity of purpose in any group 
effort.  Such policy and direction should have been provided by the County Board of Commissioners 
based on knowledgeable crafting of the policy, direction and process by the Planning and Zoning 
Board.  Public input should have been sought.  Such policy, direction and process establish the criteria 
for decisions which helps the process be effective.  The policy and direction should establish a high 
standard for the planning process to ensure that Otsego County uses the leading edge tools and 
methods to create a master plan that the public will enthusiastically support.  

Since policy, direction and process are not described in the draft master plan, one must assume 
that it does not exist.  Consequently, the process becomes a “free for all”, which may be an  apt 
description of what occurred.  

Further evidence of the lack of definition of policy, direction and process is indicated by the 
lack for planning indicators that provide meaningful descriptors for the various scenarios.  Without 
quantitative information, it is like flying an airplane without have any gages or instruments.  While 
such is not flying blind, it is certainly “flying by the seat of one’s pants” — perhaps another good 
description of what has occurred during the past several years.  

Meeting the minimum requirements in the law  provides only a low-water mark for the 
residents of the county.  A much higher standard is required.  Yet, some on the P&Z board suggested 
just meeting the law  as the appropriate standard at the January 19 meeting.  

Approval of the plan

This requires questions by those approving:
1. What were the policies and directions given to the groups developing the plan?
2. What are the assumptions and premises used or embedded in developing the plan?
3. What is wrong with the plan?  If something goes wrong in the future, it is usually about 

something that is wrong with the plan, not those things done right in the plan.  
4. What are the top 10 issues not addressed in the plan?
5. What  the concerns expressed by residents about the plan?
6. What suggestions from residents were included in the plan?  Which were not included and why?

Obviously, there are other questions.  Others may disagree with the ones listed above.  Debate by the 
P&Z board is required to help those who have the responsibility to approve the plan understand the 
plan, what it represents and what it does not represent.  That debate should occur in public meetings 
so that all can observe the understanding by those who approve the plan.  

Ratification without understanding what is wrong with the plan is fundamentally flawed.  A 
discussion of the above and other questions should be part of the public input and debate by the 
planning and zoning board.  Ratification without questions is a “rubber stamp”.  

Prior Plans and Results

What has worked well with prior plans?  What has not worked well with previous plans?  The 
answers to these questions focus mostly on the final results which begin with longer-range land use 
plans?

1. The redevelopment on Main Street between Wisconsin and I–75 has greatly improved the 
appearance and utility.  

2. The development along Old 27 south is a hodge podge, unattractive and has decreased the value 
of the properties for further commercial development.  

3. Water and sewer issues are generic and continuing.  The lack of resolution is not helpful to 
businesses that may wish to consider Otsego County.  

4. The Gaylord downtown area continues to deteriorate with properties decreasing in value.  
5. The ingress and egress along Old 27 south, M–32 between I–75 and Otsego Ave. and M–32 west 

lack order and framing of driveways and roads.  Even Ohio St. is difficult to identify, particularly 
in winter.  

1. Most business still have two driveways onto the busy streets.  
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2. Perhaps an exception is Wagar Motors which converted two driveways into one.  
3. There is only one frontage road which is on the north side of M–32 west of Murner Road.  
4. The old Walmart shopping center has three driveways for ingress and egress.  One or two 

should be sufficient.  The remainder of the businesses along M–32 have individual 
driveways with many having two.  

6. The ingress and egress have been better in more recent retail developments.  
7. The developments at Meijer’s and the greater Kohl’s complex are disjointed from other retail 

areas.  
8. The disjointed location of Meijer’s and the greater Kohl’s complex is not consistent with 

integrated, contiguous development.  This is a consequence of having too much land zoned for 
retail business.  

9. There are significant consequences to traffic flow and safety from these complexities in the 
traffic flow.  There have been two traffic fatalities in recent years along M–32 west.  

10. There is no plan for addressing some of the traffic congestion, particularly along M–32 in the 
region from two traffic lights each way from I–75.  These intersections have the highest 
frequencies of traffic accidents in the area.  According to the 2004 East-West Traffic Study 
Report, the new I–75 crossing will have little effect on traffic congestion along M–32 near 
I–75.  

11. Without a traffic and road plan, there is little opportunity to coordinate with MDOT on 
improvements.  Improvements in the areas of congestion along M–32 are not in the MDOT 
five-year plan, nor even “on the radar” for longer-range plans.  To my knowledge, there is no 
plan from the Otsego County Road Commission.  

12. The development plans by Bagley Township and City of Gaylord are obviously not coordinated.  
People may disagree on the above observations.  But again, debate by the P&Z board with 
appropriate public comments at appropriate times during the debate will likely result in a consensus 
on assessments of prior plans.  It should also be clear that correction of the above “things that have 
not gone well” are very difficult.  Planning that shapes and enables development and prevents 
problems is important.  Adherence to sound principles for planning, land use, zoning and approvals 
are all important.  None of this is stated or stated very well in the draft master plan.  

Any new  land use plan must include elements to prevent recurrence of the above problems.  
There should be agreement that the consequences of poor planning and lack of supporting controls 
creates results that are very difficult to correct.  They must be prevented by setting high standards.  

Realistic Population Growth Estimates must be a premise.

Typically, growth projections are overly optimistic.  The patterns of commercial activity and 
population demographics in Otsego County have changed.  The commercial activity is the driver for 
jobs, which strongly relates to the number of younger families.  The draft master plan considers a 
range of population estimates.  But all are based on the growth in prior periods, primarily the 1990-
2000 decade.  Very little information past year 2000 was provided.  This is managing and planning 
by looking in the rearview  mirror.  

Many of the factors which shaped the growth in that decade are no longer present today.  
Manufacturing is ebbing.  The large loss is Georgia Pacific.  Other manufacturing plants have 
closed.  People would likely not be surprised if there were further plant closings.  Perhaps only 
the iron and steel scrap business has expanded.  
Oil and gas has changed from exploration to production resulting in less employment.  
The hospitality industry is level at best.  The interest in golf may be declining.  More golf 
courses are available in SE Michigan.  There should be good trend information on skiing as well.  
Occupancy rates in motels appears to be low.  
Medical and other professional services appear to be increasing.  Hospital employment is 
increasing.  
Gaylord is becoming (or has become) a hub for national retail stores.  The significant changes 
may already have occurred.  Some jobs are created, but others are lost as more stores compete 
for the limited retail sales dollars.  One grocery store has going out of business.
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There are no traditional hardware stores with three closings in recent years.  
There are many empty stores throughout the central Otsego area.  

None of this information is provided in the draft master plan.  Facts are certainly available.  The 
draft master plan does not include any analysis of these driving factors in making the population 
projections.  The projections are likely overstated.  School enrollment is declining, which is a strong 
indicator.  

Master Plan and Zoning Ordinance must be effective.

A master plan cannot be effective if the plan tries to do everything everybody wants.  That is 
incompatible with shaping and enabling.  Such "openendedness" does not shape anything.  One of the 
strong indicators of whether or not a plan will shape and enable preferred development is an estimate 
of the population accommodated by the plan when fully built out, or when the when the plan is at a 
high percentage of build out.  This question was asked during the development of the draft master 
plan.  The answers were different for the different types of land use, but my recollection is that the 
numbers were between 200,000 and 300,000 people.  Even at 75% built-out, the population would be 
150,000 to 225,000 people.  The build-out estimates are clearly unrealistic indicating that the land-
use plan is too expansive and therefore will not shape and enable preferred development.  In effect, 
no preferences are described in such an expansive draft plan.  Comparative numbers for the prior 
1978, 1994 and 2003 plans could provide an important perspective.  

If a more realistic approach were selected to reflect the reality that accurate projections of 
land use 30 years ahead are not possible, then alternative uses of the land would be shown in the draft 
plan ranging from the current use to all preferable uses.  Describing the range of alternative uses (I 
call them scenarios) properly describes the uncertainty in what the actual use will be in 30 years.  
Scenarios provide the basis for additional sets of numbers for built-out populations based on the 
minimum development and other potential development scenarios.  The minimum development 
would be represented by the current land use, current zoning ordinance and land-use restrictions to 
eliminate all non-preferred land uses.  These numbers would probably more realistic assessments of 
what the built-out population for several different sets of assumptions.  

The same calculations can be made for five- and ten-year projections from the zoning 
ordinances — very important intermediate data points.  If the built-out projections are significantly 
higher than the range of population projections, then the plans are overly expansive (will not shape 
and guide development) and should be trimmed back to better match built-out populations to 
projected population growth.  

Plans and zoning ordinance showing minimal expansion consistent with realistic estimates of 
population growth are needed.  Anticipated developments should fit nicely with the plan and zoning 
ordinance without much left over and can be approved without rezoning.  But other developments, 
which may be “outside the box” for current thinking, can also be considered, but would require more 
extensive review  including public hearings for the necessary zoning changes and any changes to the 
master plan.  This would avoid the leapfrogging of development that occurred with Meijer’s and the 
greater Kohl’s retail stores with a large gap of undeveloped land in between.  If the number of 
national retail stores has matured, that undeveloped land could remain vacant for a long time.  The 
number of vacant stores in the area suggests that further retail development along M–32 west will be 
slow.  

What is right and not done well with the draft master plan?

The things that are right in the draft plan include:
1. It provides a summary of some historical information and thus provides some of the facts from 

which a master plan can be developed.  
2. The environmental and other geographical information have guided the limited development for 

those areas.  

Things that are not done well in the draft plan include:
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1. By plan, I mean description of future scenarios with facts, near- and longer-term objectives and 
good next steps.  The draft Master Plan contains only long-term objectives, and they are not 
actionable.  None have been assigned to any group for completion according to the draft plan.  
Consequently, they have very little meaning and significance.  

2. The plan provides only a single scenario which cannot possibly be correct for the long term.  
The plan should present a range of scenarios which should include a range of preferable or 
potential land uses.  By implication the non-preferred land uses would also be described.  

3. Many of the facts and historical information are not current.  Very little information provides 
facts beyond year 2000.  

4. Even through there is significant congestion along M–32 near I–75 and other locations, there is 
no road and traffic control plan.  The traffic plan should be based on facts:  assessment of road 
conditions with a schedule of estimated repair costs, traffic counts, accidents, level of service 
(delays at intersections), estimated costs, ... . 

5. There is no information on build-out (or some percentage of full build-out) populations for the 
land use shown.   See section above.  

6. The number of driveways for ingress and egress along major roads is not tabulated and tracked as 
an important parameter, such as driveways per mile.  

7. There is no utility plan.
1. Perhaps the greatest need is for a water and sewer plan including agreement on how the 

services will be seamlessly provided.  
2. All utilities should be planned:  electric, natural gas, cable, telephone, cellular towers, etc.  

They all require land and space and may contribute to appearance issues.  
8. There is no transportation plan.  Since walkable centers are unworkable in central Otsego 

County, other forms of public transportation are required.  What facilities are required to 
support the public transportation?  Where should they be located?

9. There is no parks and recreation plan.  Such a plan should be consistent with the patterns of 
residential growth and the limited preferential areas for residential growth.  Funding should be 
based on the plan, which does not appear to be true today.  

10. There is no school plan in the draft master plan.  Even if the enrollment is declining, there may 
be significant changes in schools as a result of consolidation.  Additional bussing facilities may be 
needed.  

11. The objectives are not actionable.  

Others may disagree with the above list, and may have other concerns to add.  A good draft 
master plan will not have so many concerns.  The draft master plan is not ready for approval.  
Changes are required.  Please refer to the first section for the summary conclusions and 
recommendations.  

Sincerely,

Donald L. Nordeen

cc: Mr. Joe Ferrigan
Mr. Peter Comings, Gaylord HT
Mr. James. F. Pagels

File: >>OtsegoP&Z90206 MasterPlan.cwk
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