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INTRODUCTION

Description of a community vision
A community vision is the story of a place, a detailed depiction
of current conditions and plausible futures.  It identifies commu-
nity features that residents value and those they wish to improve
upon.  A vision represents an aggregation of viewpoints, desires,
and goals—sometimes conflicting.  Nonetheless, a vision is the
shared dream of how a community could be at its very best; a
common ground with regard to growth and development.  Just
as a stained glass window is appreciated in its entirety yet made
of separate pieces of colored glass, so too a community vision
is a portrait of the future based on individual residents’ unique
views.  The diversity of opinions among the community results in
the potential for portions of the vision to contrast with some
residents’ personal views.  Inasmuch as two neighbors might not
agree on everything yet both of their viewpoints are equally
valid and important, residents’ contrasting views are just as vital
to a vision that reflects the whole community’s desires.

Motivation for the visioning process in
Otsego County
The Otsego County Economic Alliance hosted the Growth
Management Roundtable on June 24, 2003 to promote dis-
course among community leaders on the nature of economic
development and growth within the county.  Among the critical
issues cited by attendees were sprawling development along the
M-32 corridor; lack of a coordinated land use and growth
management plan for the county; an overly bureaucratic multi-
jurisdictional review process for projects; lack of cooperation
among adjacent government entities; and the significance of the
natural environment to economic, commercial, and population
growth.  Recognizing the size and scope of these issues, the
Growth Management Roundtable participants recommended an
outside consultant be engaged to facilitate the countywide
discussion necessary for the creation and implementation of a
community vision for Otsego County.  Keith Charters and R.
Clark Associates, Inc. were contracted to facilitate the visioning
process.
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Creation of the community vision for Otsego
County
Although the Otsego County Economic Alliance initiated the
visioning process, Otsego County residents authored the
“Otsego County: One County, One Vision” report by partici-
pating in public meetings, filling out surveys, providing personal
stories, and critiquing report drafts.  Their involvement was
essential to the creation of a vision which captures the unique
characteristics, nuances, and diversity of Otsego County.  Many
gave their time and energy to formulate viable/realistic solutions
to current issues, as well as to address those looming on the
horizon.  This report is the compilation of efforts of old-timers
and youth; year-round and summer residents; and concerned
citizens and government officials:

Use of the community vision by Otsego
County residents
Growth and change are inevitable.  Otsego County residents
involved in the visioning process, however, can influence
planning for better growth within their county.  Undoubtedly,
hard choices will have to be made during the implementation
phase.  Crucial to good decision making is realizing present
conditions, determining a desired future, and deciding what
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concessions need to be made to achieve the desired end state.
“Otsego County:  One County, One Vision” provides two of
these pieces; it identifies specific areas that should be preserved
and it outlines the direction residents wish their county to
pursue.  Community officials and residents can use this docu-
ment to help prioritize and evaluate development projects.  The
vision is the optimal destination as decided upon by community
members, and the zoning ordinance and master plan provide the
means of reaching that place.  Thus, these documents need to
be consistent in direction and allowances.  As the framework
for managing and directing growth discussions, this community
vision can assist individuals or groups in coming to terms with
the issues facing Otsego County today and in the years to
come.

INTRODUCTION
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METHODOLOGY

Since the most successful projects traditionally are bottom-
up—those initiated and directed by the citizens—the “Otsego
County:  One County, One Vision” project plan incorporated
several techniques of acquiring residents’ thoughts and opinions.
Methods of citizen participation included visioning sessions with
visual preferences exercises and brainstorming, community
assessment worksheets, summary meeting feedback, and an
interactive website.

OptionFinder visual preference survey
At the Elmira, Gaylord, Johannesburg, Vanderbilt, and Waters
visioning sessions, county residents were shown images of
different development types depicting both community-wide
and site specific development patterns.  Through the use of
OptionFinder keypads, attendees expressed their preferences
on architectural and site details that affect the overall desirability
of Otsego County.  Images that appealed to a majority of
residents included preserved agricultural or wooded land,
clustered residential developments, shared road access and
parking behind buildings in commercial areas, and improved
community character through sign regulations, corporate identity
standards, and site furnishings.  The visual preference informa-
tion as well as the other components of the OptionFinder
exercise, which include demographic information and an educa-
tional component,  can be utilized by residents to formulate
community character guidelines that could become a develop-
ment guidebook.

Brainstorming
Attendees of the five visioning sessions were given an opportu-
nity to vocalize their view of Otsego County’s future, how it
could be achieved, and issues which need to be addressed.
People were asked to be creative, take risks, and be open to
other opinions.  All of the ideas expressed were recorded on
large sheets of paper and displayed around the room.  Follow-
ing the brainstorming session, each person was given five dots
and asked to vote for those they felt were the most important
issues.  The tallied votes provided a better understanding as to
which issues were most important to Otsego County residents.
The data collected through the brainstorming process is in-
cluded in tables in the appendix which correspond with the six
How We visioning themes.
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Community assessment worksheets
Community members attending the visioning sessions, as well as
area youth, were given the opportunity to share their thoughts/
opinions on the current condition of Otsego County.  Individuals
were asked to list positive/attractive and negative/unattractive
physical and cultural features, natural and man-made features
that make the county special and unique, and internal and
external forces that have changed the county over the past ten
to fifteen years.  Additionally, residents were asked to share
their personal stories to provide greater depth to the visioning
process.  The community assessment worksheets illustrate
residents’ sense of place.  The data collected through commu-
nity assessment worksheets is included in tables in the appendix
which correspond with the six visioning themes:  How We
Work, How We Play, How We Learn, How We Live, How We
Get Around, and How We Grow.

Green/red cards
On June 22 and 29, 2004, community members attended
summary meetings to give initial feedback on the strategic
actions that would appear in the “Otsego County:  One County,
One Vision” report.  Meeting attendees were given green
(consent) and red (dissent) cards to indicate visually to the
facilitators whether the strategic actions reflected the overall
community view and supported the visioning findings.  Any item
that received a red response was discussed following the
strategic actions presentation.  This provided early feedback on
whether or not the facilitators captured the community’s views.

Summary meeting feedback forms
To assist in drafting a vision that reflects residents’ desires,
summary meeting feedback forms were provided to attendees
of the June 22 and 29, 2004 meetings to obtain their impres-
sions of the material covered in the summary presentation.
Attendees were asked to critique whether or not the summary
presentation captured their vision for Otsego County or if any
important items were omitted.  Information provided was
incorporated into the final report.

METHODOLOGY
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Assets and opportunities: what makes Otsego
County special
Otsego County consists of nine townships (Bagley, Charlton,
Chester, Corwith, Dover, Elmira, Hayes, Livingston, and
Otsego Lake), the City of Gaylord, the Village of Vanderbilt,
and a number of unincorporated hamlets (Elmira, Johannesburg,
Waters).  The county is a blend of a traditional northern Michi-
gan community and an emerging tourist/resort destination.
Many longtime residents opted to forgo higher wages elsewhere
for the opportunity to live where they could enjoy small-town
life in close proximity to outdoor recreational areas.  As one
resident explained, “…Influencing my decision to accept a job
in northern Michigan with less pay for a similar amount of work
was acceptance of the trade-off of higher cost of living, less
housing availability in exchange for physical beauty of my
environment; clean air; quiet, starry skies I could actually see;
lakes, rivers, wildlife in close proximity; people in the commu-
nity of like mind.  It was worth it to have a lower economic
standard of living balanced against an absolute wealth of the
non-material values that matter to me.  Thirty years later, I have
never regretted my decision.  I love living in a small close knit
community where healthy difference of opinion is acceptable.”

In addition to the city, village, hamlets, and rural year-round
residents, Otsego County has long been the vacation home to
people from throughout southern Michigan and the Midwest.
Nevertheless, over the past ten years Otsego County changed
as the population has grown by 30 percent (see appendix for
Table 1).

While a portion of this growth can be attributed to the 13
percent growth throughout the nation, Otsego County was one
of the fastest growing counties in the state of Michigan (see
appendix for Table 2).

The forty to fifty-nine age groups experienced the greatest
increase in numbers, quite possibly a result of the relocation of
Baby-boomers upon retirement to Otsego County due to the
desirability of its natural environment.

OVERVIEW OF OTSEGO COUNTY
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Located at the 45th parallel in northern Michigan, Otsego
County’s four seasons and natural resources are among its
greatest assets.  The woods and forests which drew loggers and
settlers in the 19th century still draw people in the 21st century –
this time recreationalists along with the new residents.  The 96,
725 acres of public land alone make up over 29 percent of the
county’s 336,749 acres.1   Recreational activities such as
camping, hiking, mountain biking, boating, fishing, hunting,
cross-county skiing, and snowmobiling are the principle public
uses of state and county land.  Additionally, Otsego County is
the ideal place for water enthusiasts with nearly 200 miles of
streams and rivers (66 of which are state or federally designated
wild/scenic/natural rivers) and more than 700 inland lakes over
50 acres (including Otsego Lake – 1,972 acres and five miles in
length).

Recreation in Otsego County is not limited to outdoor and
water based opportunities; the Otsego County Community
Center, Sportsplex, the Energy Center, and numerous county
parks provide recreational options for residents.  Furthermore,
ski resorts and golf courses are among the primary tourist
draws.  In fact, with twenty-two championship golf courses,
Otsego County has become the “Golf Mecca of the Midwest.”2

Given its location along the Interstate 75 corridor—the major
north/south thoroughfare in Michigan’s lower peninsula—
Otsego County has benefited from and been forced to deal with
extensive tourist traffic.  The recreational destination is within a
days drive of several major Midwest cities including:  Chicago,
IL (320 miles); Cleveland, OH (380 miles); Detroit, MI (230
miles); Grand Rapids, MI (192 miles); Indianapolis, IN (490
miles); and Lansing, MI (170 miles).  Moreover, Alpena,
Petoskey, Traverse City, Mackinaw City, and Houghton Lake
are less than ninety minutes away.

1 Northeastern Michigan Council of Governments
2 Michigan Economic Development Corporation, “Otsego County”
2003.  http://medc.michigan.org/miinfo/places/Otsego County/

OVERVIEW OF OTSEGO COUNTY, MI
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Introduction
Otsego County will continue to dramatically change if present
growth patterns continue over the next ten to twenty years.
Without proper planning and management, the forests, waters,
farms, and other natural assets that have drawn so many people
to the county may be compromised, and people will look to
other northern Michigan communities for the small-town life and
recreational opportunities they once experienced in Otsego
County.  Change may be inevitable, but residents can help
determine the shape of future development  within their commu-
nity.  As one vision participant stated, “I see nothing wrong with
growth, so long as reasonable management is done—such as
limiting activities in certain areas, adhering to nuisance laws, and
providing reasonable police and health protection.  When
people can get together and form an outlook in order to regu-
late growth, it can be more like what people need.”

Formulating a community vision is challenging, yet determining
what actions should be taken and when to achieve that vision is
equally daunting.  What does Otsego County need to do to
remain economically competitive—especially with the potential
exit of the oil and gas companies?  How can Otsego County
utilize its competitive advantages—location and natural re-
sources—without compromising them?  How can residents
preserve the natural environment without compromising indi-
vidual owners’ property rights?  How can Otsego County
achieve the lofty ambitions formulated in the visioning process
without neglecting today’s priorities and given limited financial
resources?

To help Otsego County residents determine where to begin, this
section of the report outlines themes identified through the
visioning process.  Topics are divided into six thematic catego-
ries:  How We Work, How We Play, How We Learn, How We
Live, How We Get Around, and How We Grow.  Just as
Otsego County residents’ lives are interconnected, many of the
issues presented are interrelated.  Topics frequently link multiple
themes, and, consequently, can be found in several categories.
Each thematic section includes (1) a descriptive synopsis, (2)
response chart, (3) strategic actions for implementation, and (4)
potential challenges to realizing the community’s vision.  First,

VISIONING THEMES
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the descriptive synopsis portrays in words how Otsego County
residents imagine their community to be at its very best.  Second, the
response chart indicates the percentage of Brainstorming, and
Community Assessment Worksheet responses related to the section.
In other words, the chart provides an indication of the significance of
the section to Otsego County residents.  Third, the strategic actions
provide direction for policy debates.  The applicability of some may
be questionable.  Nevertheless, these strategic actions offer plausible
alternatives for determining options for retaining and developing the
community’s character as Otsego County continues to grow.  Forth,
the list of foreseeable challenges to the implementation of strategic
actions are areas for community discourse and compromise in order
to achieve the kind of future that residents want for Otsego County.

Throughout each section symbols have been used to link the strate-
gic actions to the citizens responses presented in tables in the
appendix.  Given the importance of local wisdom and professional
experience, symbols have been selected to emphasize those areas of
greatest concern.  The symbols are as follows:

The “B” symbol indicates the areas of greatest significance
based on brainstorming responses.

The “CA” symbol indicates the areas of greatest concern
based on adult community assessment worksheets.

The “CAY” symbol indicates the areas of greatest concern
based on youth community assessment worksheets.

The binoculars symbol is used to point out the areas where
visioning participants’ responses did not make the strategic
action a top priority; however, based on the consultants’
interactions with the community, we recommend focusing on
this very important issue.

Collectively the people who have come and continue to come to
Otsego County will shape the county’s future.  Hard choices will
have to be made; compromises will have to be struck.  Neverthe-
less, active participation in the planning process by representatives
from diverse community groups will lead to the creation of an
Otsego County that represents the common interests of all residents.
In the words of one county resident: “We have a unique community.
If we stick together, we can manage growth gradually.”
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How We Work
� Economic development
� Workforce development

Descriptive synopsis:
Throughout the visioning process residents repeatedly ex-
pressed concern over the economic future of Otsego County
given recent changes in the United States and world economies,
particularly the decline of the domestic manufacturing industry.
Additionally, many of the current residents who  opted for lesser
paying jobs in northern Michigan in exchange for  the natural
features and proximity to recreational opportunities vocalized
frustration over inadequate meaningful employment opportuni-
ties – especially for area youth.  Whether or not individuals
choose to stay in Otsego County, many felt that the lack of
fulfilling, living-wage, local jobs prevent people from exercising
this option.  Without exception, Otsego County residents want
to provide a better life for themselves and their families.  Conse-
quently, residents would benefit from the formation and imple-
mentation of a proactive, sustainable economic development
policy.

Throughout the visioning processes, Otsego County residents
expressed their desire for quality employment.  Therefore,
Otsego County would be advised to attract and retain the types
of companies that offer employees opportunities for advance-
ment while also providing the county with sufficient tax revenues
for the provision of public services.  The county can achieve
residents’ vision by maintaining a diverse employment base
through selective recruitment and retention of companies that
compliment existing businesses, making the most of the area’s
competitive advantages, and providing living-wage employment
opportunities for current residents.  Inasmuch as Otsego County
residents place a high importance on the small-town feel of
Gaylord, Vanderbilt, and the hamlets, the county’s economic
development plan should support and nurture locally owned
establishments, both existing and proposed businesses.  During
the OptionFinder visual preference survey, residents’ prefer-
ences for landscaping, corporate identity standards, and site
furnishing became apparent.  They reinforced these preferences

VISIONING THEME:  How We Work

“More jobs in the city
would be a plus.”

“After twenty-five
years on the farm, I
can’t imagine leaving
the land I’ve grown
to love or see it
developed into
subdivisions.  So
much time, energy
and money have gone
into soil conserva-
tion, forest manage-
ment, and wise use of
chemicals that I’d
hate not to be able to
hold on to our
precious property.”
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again and again as they voted on the images presented through
the Option Finder exercise.  To accomplish this in their county,
development and implementation of corporate design standards
and landscaping ordinances will ensure that new businesses –
either locally, regionally, or nationally owned – will conform to
the feel and look of Otsego County.

Blessed with a wealth of natural resources and recreational
opportunities, Otsego County is an ideal location for many firms
given the recent growth in telecommuting jobs.  With more and
more people working from home, physical amenities are taking
on more significance when people decide where to settle.
Frequently, visioning participants stated their wish to attract
high-tech firms.  To do so, Otsego County needs to provide
quality education, public services, health care facilities, as well
as the infrastructure necessary to support high-tech ventures.

Given limited time and financial resources, government alone
cannot be relied upon to achieve all of these economic goals.
Local governments must work together to establish conditions
under which the improvement of Otsego County’s economic
situation is possible; however, the community’s collective energy
and creativity must also be utilized.  In addition to the Chamber
of Commerce and the Otsego County Economic Alliance,
individuals and other organizations within the county offer the
knowledge and resources necessary to improve the economic
outlook in Otsego County.

Strategic Actions (in order of priority):

1. Pursue a development policy for Otsego County that is
proactive, sustainable, and beneficial to local residents
and businesses through:

o Recruiting and retaining companies which offer
meaningful employment to Otsego County
residents

o Encouraging sustainable, environmentally
friendly tourism in Otsego County

“Put in place
incentives for making
it easier for farmers to
keep their land
intact.”

VISIONING THEME:  How We Work
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o Investigating methods of assisting local busi-
nesses (farmers and entrepreneurs) to remain
competitive/profitable

o Maintaining a diverse employment base to
stabilize the local economy, as well as provide
employment opportunities for local youth upon
graduation

o Promoting the establishment of living-wage jobs
within Otsego County

2. Develop scenarios anticipating the impact oil and gas
companies’ departure from Otsego County will have on
local employment, tax revenues, and land use.

Challenges:

� In order to have a vibrant community that offers the
jobs residents desire, growth is necessary.  Creating
jobs fosters new development and the introduction of
firms, retail businesses, and industry.  Establishing a
balance between the creation of jobs and growth is the
challenge facing Otsego County residents.

� Maintaining the natural and rural character of Otsego
County while providing for jobs and economic growth.
The Master Plan and Zoning Ordinance must take into
account land uses that reflect the balance the community
desires between preservation and growth.

� Dealing head-on with differing opinions on whether or
not to use incentives.  If the residents ultimately decide
to use incentives as a development tool, a consistent
county standard should be created and enforced.

� Creating a knowledgeable citizen task force to find
achievable solutions to oil and gas issues.

“My great-grandparents
moved here in the 1800s;
he farmed and she taught
music.  My grandparents
started farming and also
worked in the small
factories in Gaylord.  My
father came home from
WWII and bought a farm
next to his father’s and
started dairy farming.  He
bought the old Shipp
Lumber Farm.  The men
who worked the lumber
in the winter worked the
grain during the summer
to raise feed for the
workhorses and the
workmen in the winter.  I
took over the dairy when
my father retired and
milked cows until 1989.
I now raise hay for horse
owners.  I am not sure
how the farm will still
survive after I am gone.  I
have thought about a
preserve for some of it!”
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How We Play
� Arts & culture
� Entertainment
� Parks & recreation
� Libraries
� Physical amenities

Descriptive synopsis:
A majority of participants in the visioning process indicated
the natural environment was among the most valuable
county assets:  numerous inland lakes, acres of woodlands,
miles of rivers, and gently rolling topography.  Among the
advantages to life in northern Michigan, many cited the
prevalence of recreation opportunities year-round.  For
both residents and visitors, Otsego County offers the
possibility to take a break from it all and enjoy some R&R.

Visioning participants expressed their desire for more
cultural amenities and venues located within the county to
meet the needs of residents who currently drive to other
northern Michigan communities and utilize their cultural
venues.  Moreover, residents stated their preference for
commercial and residential areas with aesthetic appeal.
Otsego County could create and enforce architectural
design guidelines to retain the small town feel of Gaylord,
Vanderbilt, and the hamlets.  Enforcement of compliance
with the Alpine theme in Gaylord and pedestrian oriented
development throughout the county would support the
community vision.

Residents enjoy their recreation opportunities and desire to
see these protected.  Although few contest the benefits of
tourism for Otsego County’s economy, some visioning
participants expressed concern over the impact recreation
has had on environmental quality.  In residents’ ideal
community, tourism, growth, and natural resource issues
would be balanced.

VISIONING THEME:  How We Play

“We should try to sell
our seasons more.  A
lot of states don’t
have four seasons.  To
have a fall with color,
winter with snow,
spring with lots of
new growth, and a
summer with heat and
sun—that’s saying
something.”
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Strategic Actions (in order of priority):

1. Improve recreation in Otsego County by assessing the
availability and need to improve:

o Bike paths
o County recreation facilities
o Cultural facilities
o Public access to waterways (including boat

ramps)
o Snowmobile trails

2. Ensure a Master Plan that sustains the attractiveness of
the natural environment.

o Protect the aquifer and water quality and
conserve woodlands and agricultural land by
promoting sustainable tourist activities in
specific areas, while preserving the rights of
property owners.

3. Explore the creation of additional civic events within
the county for the enjoyment of both residents and
tourists.

4. Review possible use of incentives for the preservation
of wildlife corridors and maintenance of wildlife
habitats.

5. Provide design guidelines for communities within
Otsego County to promote a pedestrian and bicycle
oriented community.

Challenges:

� Coming to terms with and addressing how tourism
affects Otsego County on all levels.

� Balancing the interests of passive and active
recreationalists (i.e. skiers and snowmobilers,
birdwatchers and hunters).

“Gaylord is the hub
of many activities:
hunting, fishing,
boating, golf,
snowmobiling,
skiing, etc.”

“We’d enjoy more
diversity in culture,
attitude, ethnicity,
etc.  Variety is the
spice of life.”
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“The library should
have more resources.
There should be more
for teens to do.”

How We Learn
� K-12 Education:  parental, community, and business

involvement
� Higher education opportunities
� Continuing education

Descriptive synopsis:
As with parents across the United States, quality of life and
local schools influences the selection of a community in which to
raise their family.  Otsego County residents confirmed this
throughout the visioning process.  One resident shared how her
husband and her selected Otsego County because they believed
“it would be a nice place to raise our children.”  Thirty years
later, the couple still valued the community attributes that initially
brought them to northern Michigan.  Another couple explained
that their desire to provide good schools for their two young
sons prompted the decision to settle in Gaylord—a quiet,
friendly community.  For many, Otsego County has and contin-
ues to offer a place where children can grow-up in a close-knit
community while attending good schools.

Over the years as the population has grown, so too have
residents’ concerns regarding the quality of educational instruc-
tion, facilities, and opportunities.  To ensure the best possible
future for area youth and the skilled workforce area employers
require, Otsego County should continue to provide the highest
standard of education possible for area youth.  Improving area
schools is a countywide responsibility, requiring cooperation
among parents, schools, local governments, businesses, and
civic groups.

Together residents can sustain Otsego County’s educational
tradition by providing all students with modern, safe, comfort-
able, well-maintained facilities in which to learn.  In the ideal
vision brought forth by county residents, students would be
exposed to a wide range of topics during class and extracur-
ricular activities.  Access to comprehensive libraries and Broad-
band Internet would keep them on the cutting edge of technol-
ogy.  In addition to the traditional curriculum, after school
programs would be offered to students in need of more one-on-

VISIONING THEME:  How We Learn

“Our schools are not
that good.  If you
walk into Traverse
City or Petoskey high
schools, it is really
nice and awesome.
Ours is broke.”
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one assistance and those who would benefit from accelerated/
gifted programs.  Equal importance will be attached to meeting
the educational needs of students who choose to pursue trade
and technical school training or college and university educa-
tion.  Furthermore, visioning participants desire as many
educational opportunities as possible for county residents
regardless of their age or educational goal.

Strategic Actions (in order of priority):

1. Foster support for methods of improving Otsego
County schools and educational facilities.  Remain
aware of what needs to be done to keep schools
current now and as growth occurs.

2. Foster development within the M-Tec/University
Center and the possible establishment of additional
university extension classes within Otsego County.

3. Improve access to broadband to assist county resi-
dents interested in participating in on-line education
opportunities.

4. Cultivate parental and community involvement in
primary and secondary education through establish-
ment of programs for students to volunteer with local
businesses and organizations (and vice versa).

5. Create age-appropriate after-school opportunities for
area youth by utilizing senior groups, professional,
volunteer, and faith-based organizations to provide
supplemental educational services (tutoring and
mentoring) and enrichment activities beneficial to the
entire community.

6. Promote programs that enhance the imagination,
creativity, and self-esteem of area youth.

7. Encourage development of additional childcare facili-
ties in neighborhoods and at local businesses.
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Challenges:

� Providing the means for schools to be what residents
envision.  Continued funding is essential to improved
educational opportunities for area youth.

� Coming to terms with some residents’ anxiety about the
impact growth and development in the county could
have on local schools.  Otsego County should evaluate
the ratio of residential and commercial development to
ensure the tax base will support area schools.

VISIONING THEME:  How We Learn
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How We Live
� Housing
� Residents
� Community involvement

Descriptive synopsis:
During the visioning process, residents repeatedly remarked on
how Otsego County had changed over the past decades—
sometimes for the better, frequently for the worse.  While many
cited the aesthetic appeal of the Alpine theme, new commercial
buildings in Gaylord, and well-maintained homesteads, farms,
and villages, they expressed displeasure with poorly planned,
rambling developments; light pollution; urban and rural blight
(worn down homes and neighborhoods); unattractive flat-
roofed buildings; and prejudice against new residents.  Most
residents realize that Otsego County will continue to change,
and growth is both an opportunity and a threat to their northern
Michigan way of life.  With proper planning and direction,
growth can mean creating a better Otsego County.

The City of Gaylord, Village of Vanderbilt, and the nine town-
ships that make up Otsego County are unique.  As the county
continues to evolve, residents want to ensure that the character
of each is not compromised by growth.  They desire tidy, safe
neighborhoods where neighbors are friendly yet respect one
another’s privacy.  Visioning participants desire future commer-
cial development that compliments the small-town feel and
blends with the county’s character.

While residents value the maintenance and appearance of
properties, the quality and type of housing stock available in
Otsego County is even more important.  The community’s
vision is one in which housing remains affordable for all seg-
ments of the population, thereby maintaining a diverse popula-
tion within the county.  For visioning participants, Otsego
County would always be the beautiful, welcoming place that
initially drew them to the area.

VISIONING THEME:  How We Live

“We now must turn our
attention to jobs with
benefits and promote
affordable housing
opportunities.”

“We are saddened by a
rift between long-time
residents and newer
members of the
community because of
property rights issues
and growing pains –
although we are
encouraged by the
visioning process.”
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Strategic Actions (in order of priority):

1. Development in Otsego County should conform to
design guidelines, especially in commercial districts, as
determined by county residents to ensure residents get
the type of development they prefer.

2. Preserve the “small town” feel through maintaining and/
or creating walkable, pedestrian oriented central
business districts in Gaylord, Vanderbilt, and the other
villages (with parking behind the buildings); moreover,
downtown development and redevelopment in Gaylord
should be consistent with the Alpine theme.

3. Supply quality housing for all income levels by offering
tools and options for the creation of mixed-use (income,
demographics, age) neighborhoods.

o Inventory the housing stock in Otsego County
to ensure that proposed developments conform
to the needs of current and future residents

o Ensure the provision of quality affordable
housing within Otsego County

4. Provide opportunities for discussion between summer
and year-round residents to establish a clear vision for
what the region desires.  Furthermore, encourage
greater community involvement in this visioning process
and other community planning issues.

5. Investigate the desire and need for a countywide
recycling and garbage pickup service.

Challenges:

� Developing and implementing design guidelines that
create the desired community character.

“I very much appreci-
ate the opportunity to
have a voice in the
growth and direction
of Otsego County and
feel even more
ownership and
responsibility in
helping shape the
future as a result of
this chance to have
my voice be heard.”

VISIONING THEME:  How We Live
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� Educating the community on housing types and densities
necessary to achieve other community goals, such as
the preservation of open space, agricultural lands,
woodlands, and view sheds.  (See below)

� Providing a forum for open, respectful discussion by
community members with divergent viewpoints (i.e.
property rights) with the goal of finding a common
ground.  Establishing a community consensus is impera-
tive if the community hopes to move forward.

� Maintaining community involvement is a primary chal-
lenge.  All the reports and meetings in the world mean
little without community buy-in and on-going participa-
tion.

“When we moved to
Gaylord in 1963 it was a
sleepy town, but a
tremendous amount of
energy was present.
Through great leadership
and insight, the Alpine
theme came about and
propelled our community
into the limelight.  Hard
work and a very positive
“can-do” attitude helped
Gaylord grow and
prosper.  I would like to
see that way of life
continue.”

The density challenge

Part of the education process
mentioned in the challenges
section will have to be about
explaining that although a current
resident may not choose to live in a
denser development, in time others
will.  Density and planning for it
provides OPTIONS.  Options are
necessary if the community’s desire
is to preserve their natural re-
sources.

OptionFinder revealed the commu-
nity did not like the look of the
existing mobile home park (see
appendix), which is a common
method for achieving higher
density.   Keeping in mind that there
are appropriate places to achieve
density,  Otsego County has the
opportunity to determine the
location and look of higher density
areas.
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“I feel that Otsego
County should grow
because we are easily
accessed from I-75.”

How We Get Around

� Transportation

Descriptive synopsis:
Most Otsego County residents enjoy the rural, northern Michi-
gan feel of their county.  They prefer a quiet, north woods life-
style to that of the busy cities downstate.  Interstate 75, how-
ever, provides easy access to Otsego County by tourists year
round and transit for long-distance commuters living in Otsego
County.  Consequently, Otsego County residents have experi-
enced increased traffic congestion in the past decade.  Commu-
nity members cite unplanned developments and greater numbers
of tourists each year as primary causes of the traffic problems.
Regardless of the cause, participants of the visioning sessions
expressed concern over increased traffic within the county
making it more difficult to navigate the region.  Without proper
planning, Otsego County’s transportation issues will compound
as the county grows.

Participants of the visioning process expressed their desire to
improve traffic flow in Otsego County with synchronized traffic
lights, improved access management, and improved street
lighting in heavily traveled areas.  Residents concerned with the
loss of rural road character, furthermore, expressed interest in
protecting scenic drives and the possibility of creating/designat-
ing new ones.  They also expressed their wish to see Otsego
County become a more pedestrian-friendly community.

Strategic Actions (in order of priority):

1. Address traffic circulation through improving access
management, synchronizing streetlights, repairing
streets, and maintaining roadways—especially in winter.

2. Work with state agencies to formulate solutions to long-
term interstate and highway transportation issues,
including access to I-75 and M-32.

VISIONING THEME:  How We Get Around

“So, what do resi-
dents want?  We want
to see our quality of
life protected:  clean
water, freedom from
pollution (including
noise) of industrial
and commercial
activity, and less
traffic congestion.”
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3. Review and update the county sign ordinance to protect
scenic drives in the county.  Pursue the establishment/
designation of additional scenic corridors to preserve
the natural aesthetics of Otsego County.

4. Design of new roadways should serve to connect the
community by enhancing the existing transportation
network.

5. Promote the creation of design guidelines for pedes-
trian-friendly commercial areas to encourage people to
“park once and walk” to shops.

6. Review public transportation services and consider
possible ways of making public transportation a viable
alternative for county residents (thereby reducing the
number of cars and traffic).

7. Given concerns about safety, improve street lighting and
reduce speed limits along bus routes.

8. Encourage cluster and mixed-use development within
and adjacent to the existing city, village, and hamlets.

Challenges:

� Coming to terms with and addressing how tourism
affects traffic in Otsego County.

� Although some residents would prefer better street
lighting for safety reasons, others are concerned  about
light pollution affecting their view of the  night sky.
Resolving this issue may involve specifying streets and
areas for improved lighting while protecting other areas
from increased lighting. Dark sky lighting standards
should be encouraged.

� Resolving the conflict between constructing new roads
to reduce traffic congestion and maintaining the rural
“Up-North” roads.

“I have lived here for
over twenty-five
years.  I have seen
positive growth and
negative growth.  It is
nice to have a paved
road where we live
and no party lines for
phones.”
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� Lasting solutions to transportation issues may require
more options for travel around the county—either
through establishment of reliable public transportation
and/or walkable mixed-use communities.

� Combining and implementing the recommendations
from the I-75 study in a way that supports the residents’
vision for Otsego County.  The consideration of linking
land uses, development patterns, and transportation
decisions is essential.

VISIONING THEME:  How We Get Around

“We need to do
something about traffic
now.  Not ten years
from now because
traffic is bad now. I
heard there was a big
expensive study done
on traffic and that the
results were “it’s bad.”
No kidding.”
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How We Grow
� Development patterns (land use)
� Zoning
� Government policies
� Property rights

Given the quantity of issues related to growth, this section is
subdivided into four categories:  development patterns (land
use), zoning, government policies, and property rights.  Each is
an important part of  How We Grow and together form the
complete picture for future development in Otsego County.

Development patterns (land use)

Descriptive synopsis:
Many residents expressed their concern that if growth continues
at the current rate and development follows the current form,
Otsego County will lose its hometown appeal and become just
another place to drive through.  The visioning process revealed
that residents place a high importance on the region’s rural
northern Michigan character.  Promoting sustainable develop-
ment that enhances residents’ quality of life supports Otsego
County residents’ vision.

Over half of visioning participants are dissatisfied with the way
growth has occurred in Otsego County.  [See figure below]

VISIONING THEME:  How We Grow

“In the end, I would
hope that we could
strike a balance
between development
and stagnation.
Develop without
using a lot of land, so
people can enjoy
living in their
environment and the
children will have a
place to play.”
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Most county residents recognize the need for alternative devel-
opment options.  The OptionFinder visual preference survey
indicated the development patterns they would like to see
include centrally located, pedestrian friendly, mixed-use devel-
opments that reflect traditional small downtowns.  During
brainstorming sessions, residents repeatedly stated their desire
for infill developments given their dislike of empty commercial
buildings.  Implementing a policy that encourages adaptive reuse
of vacant, unused properties before building new properties
further out could satisfy their wish.

Strategic Actions (in order of priority):

1. Encourage the use of infill, adaptive reuse (of empty
big-box buildings), and brownfield development tech-
niques/philosophies to minimize sprawling development
in Otsego County.

2.    Educate the community on development options, such
as planned unit development (PUD), infill (adaptive
reuse), purchase and/or transfer of development rights
programs, and brownfield redevelopment.

o Come to a consensus on which locations should
be preserved and which areas should remain
available for development.

o Re-write ordinances to ensure they support the
type of growth Otsego County residents desire.

3. Educate elected officials and community members on
land use-related issues such as:

o Alternative energy sources (wind turbines)
o Landfill
o Sewer and water expansion
o Sprawl v. mixed-used development patterns
o Transportation

VISIONING THEME:  How We Grow

“I have not lived here
long enough although I
suspect many of the
conflicts about land use
results from a great deal
of variation in back-
grounds between people
who grew up here and
people who moved from
elsewhere.”

“Put businesses in
unused buildings
before building new
ones.”
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Challenges:

� Think regionally to make the best land use decisions for
Otsego County.

� The entire community—from residents to government
officials—need to demand higher community standards,
such that government officials are forced to review the
Master Plan and Zoning Ordinance to ensure develop-
ment conforms to the community vision.

Zoning

Descriptive synopsis:
Like most communities in the United States, Otsego County’s
zoning ordinance specifies guidelines for development.  Partici-
pants of the visioning process repeatedly expressed their
concern with the development types currently generated by the
Master Plan and Zoning Ordinance in place.  Otsego County
residents would like to see Zoning Ordinances interpreted and
enforced consistently and fairly.

Throughout the OptionFinder visioning process, residents
indicated their preference for development that included corpo-
rate identity standards, parking lots behind buildings, regulated
signs, sidewalks, tree lined streets—components that enhance
the aesthetic appeal of high density and commercial areas.
Their vision is to create a physical space where people—
residents and tourists—will return to again and again.

Strategic Actions (in order of priority):

1. Development in Otsego County should adhere to design
guidelines—especially in commercial districts—in order
to ensure county residents get the type of development
they desire.

“People depend on
the integrity of
zoning and planning.
If the pubic is not
given the protection
it was promised when
zoning was sold to
the people, the system
will continue to be
more and more
problematic until it
collapses under its
own weight.”

“I would like to see
our urban areas have
a rural look. I would
also like to see
parking lots behind
the stores.  The front
of stores should have
trees and shrubbery.”
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“It is not as radical a
suggestion as one
might think for a
county to declare
that physical growth
is not one of our
goals…  Will we
reach a point where
tourists don’t come
here and residents
leave because the
quality of life here
has lost what once
made Gaylord
special?  That
doesn’t have to
happen.  But we have
to start making
decisions based on
quality of life rather
than numbers and
profit.”

2. Implement landscaping ordinances in commercial and
high-density residential districts.

3. Take steps to establish guidelines for the use of alterna-
tive energy sources.  Guidelines will protect the rights of
both those wishing to construct wind turbines and
neighboring property owners.

4. Encourage the use of “green building” techniques and
green zones throughout Otsego County.

5. Create subarea districts with like development issues,
such as the townships around the City of Gaylord and
the townships in the outlying areas which have less
development pressure.

Challenges:

� Providing a forum for open, respectful discussion by
community members with divergent viewpoints (i.e.
property rights) with the goal of generating public
support for proposed Zoning Ordinance amendments.

� Developing a countywide ordinance that is applicable
and acceptable to county residents.

Government policies

Descriptive synopsis:
With a city, village, and nine townships within the county, it is
crucial that government bodies work together and establish
policies that benefit the entire Otsego County community.
Finding areas for collaboration is essential to the improvement
and sustainable growth of Otsego County.   As one visioning
participant remarked, “No unit of government can stand alone
anymore; they have to be working together for the benefit of
all.”  This sentiment was reinforced many times throughout the
visioning process in one way or another.  Residents said they
would like a more streamlined, proactive, inter-jurisdictional
government in which officials had the courage to say “no” to

VISIONING THEME:  How We Grow
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development that did not conform to the community vision.
Community members know that to get the growth they want,
they need government officials’ support.

“All units of government
need to think outside the
box and work as an
entire county (and even
beyond) and cooperate.”

Strategic Actions (in order of priority):

1. Provide for coordinated development in Otsego County
through updating and enforcing a clear and consistent
countywide zoning ordinance.  Intercounty collaboration
among elected officials will improve the quality of
development within Otsego County.

o Enforcement will help protect property owners
by minimizing conflicting land uses across
township borders, granting of special-use
permits, and nuisances.

2. Develop alternatives to obtain inter-jurisdictional
cooperation, such that elected officials are able to
formulate and implement policies beneficial to Otsego
County as a region.
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3. Discuss use and legality of infrastructure tax to defray
costs of new developments, such that the principal
beneficiaries of development bear the majority of the
economic cost.  Consider the possibility of establishing
TIF districts/renaissance zones to focus development in
blighted areas and those with empty big-box stores.

4. Promote accountability, fiscal responsibility, and a
diverse cross section of community members among
government officials and community boards.

Challenges:

� Overcoming any mistrust and apprehension regarding
past land-use decisions.  Creating an environment
where open communication exists is vital to the success
of countywide initiatives.

� Dealing with “turf wars” head on.  A conscious effort
needs to be made to overcome past disappointments by
prioritizing issues and focusing on those that will lead to
common goals and building trust.

Property rights

Descriptive synopsis:
The most frequently repeated concern brought forth by visioning
participants is best expressed in the question:  “How do we
have the maximum freedom and quality of life while maintaining
property rights?”  While many Otsego County residents pro-
mote the preservation of their natural environment, others
advocate the protection of their individual property rights.
Participants acknowledged their opposing viewpoints and
realize that developing a framework that protects both is
potentially the most important issue facing Otsego County.

VISIONING THEME:  How We Grow

“We want to see
property values
protected instead of
disregarded in favor
of the rights of
businesses to make a
profit.  Residents have
invested a great deal
of their assets in their
homes, and have the
right to know that
zoning will not be
changed at their
expense.”
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Strategic Action:

1. Providing a forum for open, respectful discussion by
community members with divergent viewpoints (i.e.
property rights) with the goal of developing and imple-
menting policies that will enable residents to create the
best possible future for Otsego County and themselves.
Establishing a community consensus is imperative if the
community hopes to move forward.

Challenges:

� Remaining open to the possibility that there can be
planning for growth without infringing on property rights.
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What kind of future do Otsego County residents desire for their
community?  The answer is dependent on the individual prefer-
ences of the respondent.  Nevertheless, a comparison of
brainstorming, visual preference, and community assessment
responses reveals the issues which are of greatest concern to
Otsego County residents.  Although this report separates these
issues into “How We…” categories, they are nonetheless
interrelated and when viewed together reveal how residents
envision their community in the future.

Collectively Otsego County residents envision their rural,
northern Michigan community to be a place where housing is
affordable in attractive, safe neighborhoods.  Students can
attend neighborhood schools and participate in after-school
activities that stimulate their minds and/or bodies.  Residents
have the possibility of meaningful employment opportunities
locally and they can enjoy the regions’ cultural and recreational
activities after work.  Through proactive planning and zoning
enforcement, the aesthetic appeal and unique environmental
quality of the county will be protected.  Infill and adaptive-reuse
developments will compliment the traditional feel of the pedes-
trian friendly downtown commercial areas.  The option for
clustered residential will help to preserve agricultural lands and
open space.  Landscaping provisions will enhance community
streetscapes and add to the distinct characters of Gaylord,
Vanderbilt, and the hamlets.  Otsego County desires to preserve
its natural resources while protecting its residents’ property
rights.  In doing so, Otsego County will remain an enjoyable
place to residents and visitors alike.

The Otsego County:  One County, One Vision report depicts
the best possible future for the entire community as determined
by those who reside in Otsego County.  This document reflects
the ideas and opinions of community members who actively
participated in the visioning process.  The desired future vision
residents’ created here, however, is not guaranteed.  Commit-
ment to further action is required of both Otsego County
residents and officials to ensure future development conforms to
the community’s vision.  The following recommendation can
help community members determine a realistic action plan that
will help guide the implementation of their vision.

VISIONING THEME SUMMARY
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Recommendations
Community visioning is the first of a three-stage process that
also includes strategic planning and implementation.  Having
created the vision, Otsego County residents now face the task
of establishing a consensus on what needs to be done to
implement their vision.  During the second phase, residents
should prioritize and focus on topics they can agree upon.
Doing this is essential to realizing the vision.  In this strategic
planning phase, it is important to maintain the momentum and
community involvement associated with the visioning process.
The formation of a community steering committee would help
achieve this by providing the necessary impetus for continued
discussion, decision-making, and action.  These community
champions would reflect the range of community interests,
ideas, and opinions; motivate other community members to
action; and provide the local wisdom, experience, and ability
needed to bring about positive change.  Only Otsego County
residents can determine what is in the best interest of their
county and influence elected officials to see that it is done.

Once priorities have been identified and a review of the
county’s master plans and zoning ordinances has been com-
pleted, revision of master plans and zoning ordinances is
necessary to ensure future development is in line with the
community’s vision for Otsego County.  Community participa-
tion is essential to seeing the visioning process through the
implementation phase.  One visioning participant recognized the
need to “keep asking and encouraging the community to be
involved.  Because while so many people get frustrated and
discouraged after their first attempt to become involved, these
are the same people who like to say that this is ‘My Town,’ as
Montgomery Gentry would say.”

While much work remains to build off Otsego County’s existing
assets and ensure creation of the best possible future for
community members, the county is fortunate to have motivated,
knowledgeable residents actively engaged in the process.
Together residents, community leaders, and government officials
can produce the community vision of Otsego County—a vision
which includes preservation of forests, farming, and natural
resources, especially the water and clean air, and the ability to

REPORT SUMMARY
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experience the peace and quiet of the countryside and the
wildlife.  Through Otsego County residents’ continued dedica-
tion to the vision, future development in the county will compli-
ment and enhance the northern Michigan lifestyle which resi-
dents treasure.
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1) Methodology (survey examples)
a. Community assessment worksheet
b. Story telling
c. Summary meeting feedback sheet

2) Data tables
a. Population growth
b. How We Work
c. How We Play
d. How We Learn
e. How We Live
f. How We Get Around
g. How We Grow
h. Top responses table

3) OptionFinder results

APPENDIX
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COMMUNITY ASSESSMENT WORKSHEET
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STORY-TELLING SHEET
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SUMMARY MEETING FEEDBACK SHEET
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POPULATION GROWTH DATA TABLES

Table 2:
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HOW WE WORK TABLES
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HOW WE PLAY TABLES
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HOW WE PLAY TABLES
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HOW WE LEARN TABLES
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HOW WE LIVE TABLES
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HOW WE GET AROUND TABLES
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HOW WE GROW TABLES
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HOW WE GROW TABLES
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TOP RESPONSES TABLE
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OPTION FINDER RESULTS

1. 2.

3. 4.



t

Otsego County
56

OPTION FINDER RESULTS

5. 6.

7. 8.
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9. 10.

11. 12.
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OPTION FINDER RESULTS

13. 14.

15. 16.
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17. 18.

19. 20.
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OPTION FINDER RESULTS

21. 22.

23. 24.
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25. 26.

27. 28.
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OPTION FINDER RESULTS

29. 30.

31. 32.
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33. 34.

35. 36.
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OPTION FINDER RESULTS

37. 38.

39. 40.
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41. 42.

43. 44.
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OPTION FINDER RESULTS

45. 46.

47. 48.
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49. 50.

51. 52.
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OPTION FINDER RESULTS

53. 54.

55. 56.
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57. 58.

59. 60.
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OPTION FINDER RESULTS

61. 62.

63. 64.
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