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August 19, 2025 

 

Zoning Board of Appeals 

Peninsula Township   

13235 Center Rd.  

Traverse City, MI 49686  

 

Dear Zoning Board of Appeals Members,  

 

We are writing regarding variance request No. 927 for the parcel at 12839 Bluff Road that is 

scheduled for discussion at your August 27, 2025, meeting. The Watershed Center advocates for 

clean water in Grand Traverse Bay and works to protect and preserve its watershed. This parcel 

contains numerous environmentally sensitive features including onsite wetlands, steep slopes, 

mature tree canopy, and a stream that borders the property. We generally oppose variances from 

natural feature setbacks because they threaten environmentally sensitive areas. We firmly believe 

this application has not provided sufficient basis for the Board to determine that a variance is 

justified for the two separate, yet connected, encroachments into the wetland setback area: the 

proposed driveway and the parking area. We respectfully offer the following for your 

consideration.  

 

Wetland Setbacks Protect Community Benefits 

Wetland setbacks provide the opportunity for runoff from impervious surfaces to infiltrate before 

washing into the wetland. In addition, setbacks help protect wetland functions, including water 

filtration, groundwater recharge, flood and drought protection, carbon sequestration, and fish 

and wildlife habitat. Structures and activities, such as vehicular traffic, in the areas immediately 

adjacent to wetlands have the potential to erode soils and introduce contaminants, which can 

degrade wetlands. Because wetlands can expand and recede over time depending on hydrology 

and land use, setbacks create a functional buffer between wetlands and structures. 

 

Many townships and municipalities in our region have adopted wetland setbacks to compliment 

state wetland regulations. We commend Peninsula Township for valuing its wetlands, as reflected 

in the 2018 amendment that added wetland setbacks to the Zoning Ordinance. The fact that the 

township only recently adopted the wetland setback provision that reflects your Master Plan is a 

compelling reason to require strict compliance before granting any variance from this provision.  

 

Proposed Asphalt Driveway in Wetland Setback 

We acknowledge this parcel was approved for a lot split, and that the applicant cites that in 

support of its application for a variance from the wetland setback to access the site. However, we 

do not believe the applicant has demonstrated a variance is necessary to ensure parcel access, 

irrespective of the lot split. Wetland functionality should not and need not be compromised to 

accommodate the challenging features of this resulting parcel. To the extent the challenges 
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associated with this parcel make it more difficult or costly to comply with the wetland setback 

requirements, it seems the property owner or its predecessor self-created those challenges. 

  

The applicants have not demonstrated that a wetland setback variance is required. The applicants 

state (without supporting evidence) that the proposed wetland and stream crossing location was 

preferred by EGLE, but they have not demonstrated how or why crossing the wetland-stream 

complex at its narrowest location is not an equally or more viable alternative that would 

significantly lessen the magnitude of – or even eliminate the need for – a setback variance. 

Moreover, there is no indication the applicants considered a clear-span, open pile bridge system 

to access the proposed structure, whether at the proposed location or at narrower locations along 

the wetland-stream complex. Open-pile structures allow for free water movement and result in 

minimal wetland and stream disturbances.   

 

Moreover, there may be additional alternatives and designs that would eliminate any wetland 

setback encroachment. Such alternatives include flipping the garage to the front of the house 

(closer to the narrow crossing) and incorporating an open-span bridge over the narrower portion 

of the wetland-stream complex. Yet another option may be to have a garage or parking area on 

the parent parcel (south of the creek) and install an open-span pedestrian bridge to access the 

structure. We encourage the Board to consider whether other wetland crossing locations, types, 

or layouts may eliminate the need for a variance or at a minimum significantly lessen the 

magnitude of any encroachment into the setback.  

 

Proposed Parking Area in Wetland Setback 

Independent of the request for a variance to cross the wetland-stream complex, there is not a 

compelling narrative why a large permeable parking area is also necessary and justifiable, and 

how this parking area meets all the Basic Conditions in Section 5.7.3(1). Parking areas, even if 

constructed of permeable materials, are not an allowable “development” or “modification” in 

section 7.4.7(A). Further, even permeable parking areas tend to decrease in permeability over 

time due to compaction from vehicular weight. The applicants could greatly reduce the 

magnitude of the variance request if they reduced the size of the proposed parking area and/or 

changed the configuration of the home and garage to fit the proposed parking area outside of 

the wetland setback, including moving the parcel closer to the north lot line. The need for a 

variance to create a parking area in a wetland setback is self-created by a poorly considered 

design. Further, reducing the size of the parking area to conform with the wetland setback would 

not prevent the property owner from using the property for a permitted purpose.  

 

In summary, we believe that the Zoning Board of Appeals must find that all the Basic Conditions 

in Section 5.7.3(1) are met for both the driveway and parking area. This application only 

addresses the request for variance for the proposed asphalt driveway. Further, we encourage the 

Board to require a complete application that demonstrates there are no other alternatives that 
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would require less deviations from setback standards – or eliminate the need for any variance – 

before considering granting any wetland setback variances.  

 

Finally, we know that updating zoning ordinances is an arduous process and keeping up with 

ever-evolving best practices and approaches is challenging. And we appreciate that Peninsula 

Township highly values it unique natural features, as reflected in the Master Plan and other 

township initiatives. However, the variance standards in Section 5.7.3 were last updated in 2016, 

and they are notably less protective of wetlands, streams, and other important features than those 

in zoning ordinances found in other communities in our watershed. We encourage the township 

to consider innovative variance standards that are more protective of natural resources and more 

aligned with Peninsula Township’s desire to protect its land and water, and we are happy to assist 

in that endeavor.  

 

Thank you for your consideration.  

 

Sincerely, 

 

 

 

 

Heather Smith                           

Grand Traverse Bay WATERKEEPER®

          


