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Sleeping Bear Gateways Council Workforce 
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Execu�ve Summary 
The goal of Phase Two was to iden�fy feasible and scalable strategies to mi�gate the shortage 
of housing for seasonal workers thereby increasing the number of seasonal workers in Benzie 
and Leelanau gateway communi�es.  

This goal was supported by the following project objec�ves: 

1. Scale up an online housing exchange pla�orm to connect employers seeking employee
housing with hosts.

2. Analyze the feasibility of various seasonal workforce housing solu�ons in Gateway
Communi�es.

This project successfully assessed the feasibility of mul�ple workforce housing solu�ons in 
Benzie and Leelanau Coun�es. The results demonstrated high feasibility for several solu�ons: 
work camper employees and developing new housing in Honor and Empire. Other solu�ons 
were evaluated and found to be not feasible for the Council’s service area currently, including 
the Housing Exchange pla�orm and repurposing the vacant Plate River Elementary school for 
workforce housing. This finding does not mean that repurposing other vacant buildings in 
Benzie and Leelanau coun�es for housing is not feasible, par�cularly structures that are owned 
by a public en�ty and connected to exis�ng infrastructure.   

As a result of this project. the Council also provided a blueprint for how different workforce 
housing solu�ons might co-locate together on one parcel as demonstrated by the concept plan 
prepared for a vacant parcel in Empire Township. This concept could be applied to mul�ple 
vacant sites throughout Benzie and Leelanau coun�es, and demonstrates a model for how the 
various solu�ons studied— including work camper campsites, dormitory style seasonal 
workforce housing, year-round single-family housing, and townhomes—might complement one 
another, along with other uses desired by a community. This model could be scaled up or down, 
in terms of parcel size, housing density, and land uses proposed, to fit the context of the 
community and land use regula�ons it is proposed within.  
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Introduc�on  
 
This report summarizes the goals and outcomes of Phase 2 of the Sleeping Bear Gateways 
Council’s Workforce Housing Ini�a�ve (the “Project”), completed between October 2021 
through September 2023. This project was funded via USDA Rural Business Development grant 
funding, with matching funds provided by Rotary Chari�es of Traverse City, Grand Traverse 
Regional Community Founda�on, and the Sleeping Bear Gateways Council.  

 

About the Sleeping Bear Gateways Council  
 
The Sleeping Bear Gateways Council (the “Council”) is a 501c-3 non-profit working toward the 
betterment of all stakeholders in the gateway communities of northern Benzie and southern 
Leelanau Counties. 

The Council’s vision is that the unique character of our gateway communities and regional 
natural resources remain undiminished for the benefit of its citizens, visitors, economy, 
and environment.  

The mission of the Council is to facilitate stakeholder collaboration to enhance sustainable 
gateway communities. 

 

Project Background (Phase One)  
 
This Project was launched by the Council in 2019.  During Phase One of the Project, the Council 
contracted with Avenue ISR to survey the business community in the Council’s service area of 
Benzie and Leelanau Coun�es to develop a reasonable es�mate of the number of seasonal 
beds/accommoda�ons required across the gateway communi�es. Respondents represen�ng 62 
businesses par�cipated in the study.  
 
The study found that the availability of seasonal workforce housing in Benzie and Leelanau 
Coun�es is limited and nega�vely impacts employers’ ability to fill open posi�ons, as well as the 
customer experience for visitors and local residences. The study also iden�fied a variety of 
strategies pursued by employers to address the limited availability of seasonal workforce 
housing, including purchasing and conver�ng homes to dormitory residences, u�lizing work 
camper labor, and promo�ng housing exchange programs in collabora�on with exis�ng 
homeowners.  
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Phase Two Goal and Objec�ves  
 
In Phase Two of the Project, the Council organized an implementa�on team supported by task 
forces of local stakeholders from gateway communi�es to assess the feasibility of various 
solu�ons to seasonal workforce housing needs. 
 
The goal of Phase Two was to iden�fy feasible and scalable strategies to mi�gate the shortage 
of housing for seasonal workers thereby increasing the number of seasonal workers in Benzie 
and Leelanau gateway communi�es.  
 
This goal was supported by the following project objec�ves:  
 

3. Scale up an online housing exchange pla�orm.  
During Phase One engagement with local employers, the Council proposed and asked for 
ideas to address the lack of seasonal workforce housing in Benzie and Leelanau 
Coun�es. Among other ideas, par�cipa�ng employers ranked a “housing exchange” 
concept to connect employers seeking housing with local people with homes and/or 
rooms to spare as highest priority. The Council immediately created a webpage to 
facilitate this solu�on and sought to build this out, market the pla�orm, and facilitate 
housing connec�ons in Phase Two.  
 

4. Analyze the feasibility of various seasonal workforce housing solu�ons in Gateway 
Communi�es. 
Par�cipa�ng employers in Phase One reviewed and priori�zed a variety of ideas to 
address the lack of seasonal workforce housing in Benzie and Leelanau Coun�es. These 
included the “housing exchange” described above, but also dormitory-style housing, 
accessory dwelling units, “work camper” facili�es, housing enabling incen�ves, and 
development/redevelopment of seasonal and year-round housing facili�es. Phase Two 
of this project was focused on assessing the feasibility of each of these poten�al housing 
solu�ons, along with other ideas sourced from the community.  
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Project Team  
 
The Council worked with a variety of consultants, volunteer board and community members, 
and local stakeholders to complete the objec�ves of this project.  
 
Implementa�on Team  
 
Jim Shook (Council Director), Mike Rivard (Council Director), Bill Witler (Council President), and 
Elise Cra�s (Placecra� LLC) made up the project implementa�on team, which was responsible 
for managing the project budget and work plan, coordina�ng project deliverables and tasks, 
managing the Housing Exchange pla�orm, and repor�ng progress to the project task forces 
(described below) and Council board of directors. The implementa�on team met weekly over 
the life of the project.  
 
Community Task Forces  
 
The Council developed working “task forces” consis�ng of local community employers, 
residents, and stakeholders with broad networks in Benzie and/or Leelanau Coun�es and 
experience in real estate development, commercial lending, transporta�on, land use regula�on 
and design, local government, and related ac�vi�es. The Council also held focus groups with 
local employers to ensure that housing solu�ons under considera�on were aligned with 
employers’ needs and goals.  
 
This audience was asked to help advise on the project objec�ves and progress, assess the 
feasibility of poten�al housing solu�ons, connect with local stakeholders to keep the 
community informed of the project and solicit ideas to inform the project, and iden�fy 
resources, opportuni�es, and poten�al partnerships to support poten�al housing solu�ons.  
 
The Council extends a warm “thank you” to the following task force members or focus group 
par�cipants who provided their �me, insights, and experience to support this project.  
 

• Brad Anderson  
• Gary Becker 
• Yarrow Brown   
• Steve Campbell 
• Steve Chris�an 
• Elizabeth 

Christofore� 
• Ka�e Condon 
• Shawn Denton 
• Mike Flynn  
• Sara Harding 

• Tim Jones  
• Chuck Kraus 
• Bob Kuras 
• Chris MacGinnes  
• Jim MacGinnes  
• Clyde McKenzie 
• Leah Moskovitz 
• Sharon Oriel 
• Kyle Orr  
• Denis Pierce 
• Mike Rivard 

• Rick Schmit 
• Jim Shook 
• Bob Sutherland 
• Vik Theiss 
• Karyn Thorr 
• Peter VanNort  
• Jay White 
• Larry Widmayer 
• Bill Witler 
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Consultants 

The Council contracted with Placecra�, LLC, a community planning and development firm based 
in Traverse City and Frankfort, MI, to provide project coordina�on technical support for Phase 
Two. The Council also contracted with Andy McFarlane, Leelanau.com, for website and 
communica�ons technical assistance; Mansfield Land Use Consultants for site concept planning 
and design technical assistance; VP Demand Crea�on for mailing technical assistance; and 
Timothy Figura for legal assistance.  

Project Work Plan: Tasks Established and Results 

The following tasks formed the project work plan and approach. All ac�vi�es were completed as 
planned. A detailed descrip�on of the results is provided in the next sec�on, “Project Results”.  

1. Organize and coordinate as an integral member a leadership team of area
stakeholders from gateway communities and interested organizations (the “Team”) to
identify and assess potential solutions that would increase the availability of
workforce housing.
The Council created an implementation team that met weekly to guide the project
overall, and various task forces that met as needed to assess potential solutions
feasibility.

Based upon Council discussions with stakeholders and review of best practices,
potential solutions for seasonal housing include:

• Purchase of existing offsite housing repurposed for seasonal workers.
• Use of existing structures on site, again repurposed as seasonal housing as done

by the larger resorts and the National Park Service.
• Use of “work campers” who can provide a seasoned workforce with minimal

housing costs.
• Use of area homes of relatives, friends, and employers.
• In addition, other options that have been used in other resort communities and

would be considered:
o Public/private partnerships for construction and management of larger

housing units in dormitory style.
o Repurposing of motel and hotel structures for seasonal housing as well as

non-seasonal workers (federal grants may be available for this category).
o Purchase of deed restrictions for all or a portion of second homes that

would accommodate seasonal workers during specified periods.
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2. Interface with area employers to identify and quantify seasonal workforce needs
(units), location and conditions for each gateway community including transportation
needs.
The Implementation Team interfaced with local employers in Benzie and Leelanau
counties via the task forces and specific employer focus groups and meetings held
throughout the course of the project. Via this process, the Council gleaned that local
employers are struggling to attract both seasonal and year-round employees due to a
housing shortage for both short-term and long-term units. The Council was encouraged
by participating employers to continue work on seasonal workforce housing solutions,
while also incorporating year-round housing solutions.

3. Promote, populate and manage the Council’s Exchange for both employers and
interested property owners in the two-county area.
The Housing Exchange Task Force launched the Housing Exchange in the spring of 2022
and again in January 2023, including Exchange promotion, population, and management
to connect employers seeking housing with interested property owners.

4. Research and evaluate best practices for the provision of workforce housing, both
locally and nationally.
The Implementation Team and task forces researched and evaluated the following best
practices for provision of workforce housing:

• Housing Exchange models, including online research, phone conversations with
similar program managers, and focus groups with local employers.

• “Work Camper” employee model, including online research, site visit and
discussion with employers and Work Camper employees in Leelanau County, and
phone conversations with local employers about the opportunity.

• Conversion of existing buildings to dormitory-style seasonal workforce housing,
including online research, site visit and discussion with engineer at subject
property, and meetings with local developers about the opportunity.

• Accessory Dwelling Units, including online research, conversations with
commercial and public lenders, and modeling with land planners and designers.

5. Collaborate to bring land, housing product, ownership, capital and property
management to implement designated housing solutions.
The Implementation Team and task forces collaborated with local units of government,
private developers, land planners, employers, and residents to facilitate housing
development discussions at the following locations:

• Platte River Elementary School (Honor/Benzie County)
• Vacant Parcel owned by the National Park Service (Empire/Leelanau County)
• Vacant Parcel owned by the Glen Lake School Board (Empire/Leelanau County)
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6. Interface and coordinate work with other interested organizations such as Housing
North, the Leelanau Peninsula Economic Foundation and the local and regional
Chambers of Commerce including the Benzie Area and Leelanau County Chambers of
Commerce.
The Implementation Team and task forces communicated and engaged with numerous
similar organizations—including private, public, and nonprofit entities and individuals—
throughout the life of the project. These engagements took the form of small group
listening sessions, individual meetings and phone calls, presentations to local Rotary
Chapters and Chambers of Commerce, and presentations to regional housing
organizations.

7. Develop work plans with timelines for consideration and approval by the task force.
The Implementation Team developed work plans for consideration and approval by the
task forces.

8. Regularly document and report work plan and project progress to the Council’s Board
of Directors.
The Implementation Team met regularly to document and report work plan and project
progress to the Council Board of Directors.

Project Results: Feasibility of Various Housing Solu�ons 

This sec�on includes a detailed analysis of each solu�on explored by the Council in Phase Two 
of this project, including a descrip�on of the solu�on, how the Council evaluated its feasibility, 
and recommenda�ons for next steps.   

Housing Exchange Solu�on 

Solu�on descrip�on: The Housing Exchange is an online pla�orm connec�ng employers seeking 
workforce housing with property owners with rooms and/or homes available for rent, referred 
to as “hosts”. The Housing Exchange is unique from other online housing finding pla�orms such 
as Facebook Marketplace, Zillow, Craigslist, or similar in that only employers can seek housing, 
on behalf of their employees. Exchange “hosts”, or property owners with space for rent, are 
therefore working directly with a trusted and veted local employer, on behalf of their 
employee(s). This structure was modeled a�er an informal housing exchange hosted by the 
Na�onal Park Service, in which the Park housed all their seasonal employees with local Benzie 
and Leelanau property owners. The Housing Exchange was developed by the Council in 2020, 
based on feedback from par�cipa�ng employers in Phase One of this project. 

What We Did: At the start of this project, the Housing Exchange was “quietly live” on the 
Council’s website but there was no marke�ng or promo�on of the pla�orm to local employers 
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or hosts. The Implementa�on Team formed a Housing Exchange task force to ac�vate and 
market the pla�orm and assess its feasibility as a seasonal workforce housing solu�on.  

The Housing Exchange task force completed the following ac�vi�es: 

• Created a Housing Exchange launch ac�on plan.
• Hired Andy McFarlane of Leelanau.com for website design technical assistance.
• Audited exis�ng Housing Exchange pla�orm for content clarifica�on and revamped the

online pla�orm verbiage, descrip�on, process, and photos.
• Worked with an atorney to dra� sample leases for hosts and employers to use and an

employer agreement for employers accessing the pla�orm.
• Researched employer indemnifica�on clauses and background check processes.
• Hosted focus groups with Benzie and Leelanau employers to ensure the pla�orm revamp

and process of enrollment aligned with their needs and expecta�ons.
• Iden�fied priority communi�es to test a mailed leter campaign to market the pla�orm

launch: Frankfort, Empire, and Glen Arbor.
• Marketed the pla�orm:

o Mailing to property owners in Frankfort, Empire, Glen Arbor, Maple City, and
Thompsonville.

o Email campaign to local and regional housing nonprofits, realtor associa�ons,
chambers of commerce, rotary clubs, and similar organiza�ons.

o Shared a press release with tradi�onal media outlets.
• Connected with hosts and employers with ques�ons about the pla�orm, to support

their onboarding and use of the pla�orm.

Results: The Housing Exchange was live for two housing seasons in 2022 and 2023. Results of 
both launches are summarized below.  

2022 Launch 
• Launched in April 2022
• 12 employer inquiries
• 3 employers par�cipated
• 12 host inquiries
• 3 hosts par�cipated
• 2 employees placed in housing

2023 Launch 
• Launched in January 2023
• 6 employer inquiries
• 3 employers par�cipated
• 3 hosts inquired
• No hosts par�cipated
• No employees placed in housing

The Council treated these launches as “beta” and inten�onally did not market the Housing 
Exchange to employers because the demand from hosts could not be determined. S�ll, 
employers inquired and signed up for the pla�orm a�er learning about the opportunity via 
social media and local media channels. The Council didn’t know what type of demand to expect 
from hosts, but felt that most hosts would sign up for the pla�orm to support their community 
by helping trusted and beloved local employers with housing their employees. Instead, inquiring 
and par�cipa�ng hosts noted rental income as the main reason they were interested in hos�ng 
on the pla�orm.  



9 

Feasibility: The Housing Exchange pla�orm was �me-intensive to launch, market, and manage 
and the Council felt that the results (2 housing placements in 2022 and 0 housing placements in 
2023) made this solu�on not feasible for the Council service area of Benzie and Leelanau 
Coun�es because the Housing Exchange was not able to elicit enough interest from hosts in 
either county.  

Recommenda�ons: The main reason that inquiring and par�cipa�ng hosts provided for their 
interest in the Housing Exchange is addi�onal rental income. The Council service area, 
par�cularly Leelanau County, has rela�vely high median incomes as compared to surrounding 
coun�es. Housing North, with a 10-county service area, has expressed interest and applied for 
grant funding to support their ownership and management of the Housing Exchange pla�orm 
across their en�re service area. Their intent is to pilot the program in coun�es with varying 
socioeconomic demographics to understand if the tool will perform beter in some places 
versus others. The Council supports this transi�on and will con�nue to provide guidance to 
Housing North if/when they take ownership of the Housing Exchange.  

Work Camper Employees Solu�on 

Solu�on Descrip�on: Work Campers are people who travel for work using their own 
vehicle/campers to take posi�ons on a seasonal basis. Work Campers are an atrac�ve seasonal 
workforce housing solu�on because they provide their own housing, o�en travel/work in pairs, 
and set their own schedule so they could support the longer shoulder season employment 
needs, a�er high school and college students (a significant source of local seasonal workforce) 
return to school.   

What We Did: The Implementa�on Team formed a Work Camper task force to study the 
opportunity and assess its feasibility as a seasonal workforce housing solu�on.  

The Work Camper task force completed the following ac�vi�es: 

• Met with local employers who have hired Work Campers in the past, or have considered
hiring Work Campers, to learn about their experiences.

• Met with local Work Camper employees in Leelanau County to beter understand how
they find work and their experience selec�ng a loca�on to live and work.

• Researched how Work Campers are learning about job opportuni�es including via online
websites like “Workamper News” and social media.

• Iden�fied all campgrounds in Benzie and Leelanau coun�es in a campground inventory,
then contacted every campground to determine their interest and capacity in suppor�ng
Work Campers at their property.

Results: The task force found the following results: 
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• Local employers who have hired Work Campers in the past have a generally posi�ve
experience to report. The most posi�ve experiences come from employers who both
house and employ Work Campers at their business (e.g., RV campground that employs
Work Campers to work in administra�ve or maintenance posi�ons and houses Work
Campers in their campground).

• Typically, the employer pays for the Work Camper’s site (pad) and then passes on a
por�on or all that cost to the Work Camper as part of their employment agreement.

• Some local employers are skep�cal of this solu�on because the age of Work Campers
(re�rees) is perceived to be a barrier for certain job requirements, including ability to li�
certain weights and ability to stand for long periods.

• Work Campers are mo�vated by work sites/communi�es with plen�ful access to natural
resources and mild climate.

• Work Campers rely heavily on word of mouth via social media, along with online
resources, to consider and select their next work site. Communi�es with an atrac�ve
brand/reputa�on for a great place to live will stand out to them.

• Work Campers plan out their work sites in advance, o�en up to a year.
• Several local campgrounds expressed interest in learning more about hos�ng Work

Campers at their campground and several are already doing so.

Feasibility: Enough employers and campgrounds demonstrated interest in this solu�on that the 
Council believes this could be a feasible solu�on to increase seasonal workforce housing in 
Benzie and Leelanau gateway communi�es. However, the Council does not have a firm grasp of 
the specific demand for Work Campers from employers, in terms of number and budget, and 
experiences from employers who employed Work Campers who lived elsewhere, was mixed.  

Recommenda�ons:  The Council recommends the following next steps to con�nue work on this 
solu�on:  

• Survey Benzie and Leelanau employers to gauge their demand, budget, and �meline for
leasing and/or purchasing Work Camper sites.

• If employer demand exists:
o Reengage exis�ng Benzie and Leelanau campgrounds to encourage Work Camper

si�ng in exis�ng campgrounds.
o Explore opportuni�es to develop new Work Camper sites.
o Train Benzie and Leelanau employers on the �meline for Work Camper hiring.

Many employers begin thinking about seasonal workforce hiring in the new year,
but Work Campers are likely already commited to a site by then. Employers
would need to hire Work Campers earlier than is typical for seasonal workforce.

o Explore a regional/community branding campaign to appeal to Work Campers
that highlights connec�on to natural resources, high quality of life, and pleasant
climate from May to October in Benzie and Leelanau gateway communi�es.



11 

Repurpose/Redevelop Exis�ng Vacant Building Solu�on 

Solu�on Descrip�on: The Benzie County Road Commission (the “Commission”) issued a 
Request for Proposals in 2022 for a party to take-over and repurpose a por�on of the vacant 
Plate River Elementary School building owned by the Commission. The Commission intended to 
use a por�on of the school site for Commission opera�ons. The Commission was deeded the 
property by the Benzie County Central School District in 2022.  

The Council contacted the Commission to indicate their interest in repurposing the school 
building/site to support workforce housing and the Road Commission agreed to support this 
intent.  The Council formed a “Brownfield” task force and began the process of conduc�ng due 
diligence on the structure and property. The intent of the Commission was to demolish the 
southwest wing of the exis�ng school structure and use that land for equipment storage.  

During that process, which is described in more detail below, the Commission changed their 
plans to demolish a por�on of the school structure due to en�tlement challenges they 
encountered during the due diligence process, and instead plan to demolish the en�re school 
structure to create new offices/storage on the site, leaving the current Commission building 
available for repurposing or redevelopment to support workforce housing. The Commission 
indicated their con�nued support for the Council’s interest in developing workforce housing at 
this new, adjacent loca�on.  

What We Did: The Implementa�on Team formed a Brownfield task force to study the 
opportunity and assess its feasibility as a seasonal workforce housing solu�on.  

The Brownfield task force completed the following ac�vi�es: 

• Coordinated with the Commission about the Council’s interest in the property, including
mul�ple conversa�ons and presenta�ons to Commission staff and Board of Directors.

• Toured the school building mul�ple �mes with public officials, parks and recrea�on
stakeholders, brownfield redevelopment, housing, and engineering experts to determine
the feasibility of repurposing por�ons of the school for workforce housing.

• Conducted due diligence on the property, including related to zoning, future land use,
densi�es allowed, environmental remedia�on costs, deed restric�ons, property division,
�tle transfer, redevelopment costs, and poten�al development partners.

• Coordinated with the Benzie County Parks and Recrea�on about the Council’s interest in
the property. The original intent was to preserve the elementary school gym for public
recrea�onal use, consistent with the county parks and recrea�on plan.

• Coordinated with the Commission and Benzie County School Board regarding deed
restric�ons that would need to be removed for the property to be repurposed for
workforce housing, including several presenta�ons to the School Board.

• Presented and obtained leters of support for workforce housing as a future land use at
the site from the Village of Honor and Homestead Township.
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• Applied for and secured a $20,000 Rotary Chari�es Seed Grant to study the specific
feasibility of repurposing the exis�ng school building for workforce housing. This grant
was paused per the Commission’s decision to demolish the building.

• Shared the project during an interview with Michigan Radio’s Stateside podcast episode
�tled “Up North Has a Housing Problem” (listen to that interview here).

Results: The Council’s pursuit of this solu�on changed “mid-stream” when the Commission 
adjusted their plans for the property. The Council remains very interested in u�lizing the exis�ng 
Commission site to develop new workforce housing at that site, and is grateful to the con�nued 
support from the Commission, Village of Honor, and Homestead Township.  

Feasibility: Given the local support for workforce housing at this site, it’s proximity and loca�on 
within the Village of Honor, connec�ons to public water, and recent success of Homestretch’s 
mul�-family housing development a few blocks to the west in the Village, the Council believes 
this solu�on is very feasible and should be pursued.  

Recommenda�ons: The �meline for next steps on this solu�on is unclear, and is dependent on 
the Commission’s plans to vacate their current site. The Council recommends con�nued 
engagement with the Commission on this project, including next steps and �meline.  

Empire Township Greenfield Development Solu�on 

Solu�on Descrip�on: Located North of the William B. Bolton Airport in Empire Township sits 40 
acres of property with unmanaged stands of Jack Pines and spruce, rela�vely flat topography, 
spodosol soil types and approximately 1,320 feet of frontage on South Benzonia Trail (County 
Road 677). 

The parcel is currently owned by the Na�onal Park Service (the “NPS”), is classified as non-
strategic and surplus, and is not included in the General Management Plan for the Na�onal 
Lakeshore. An opportunity to transfer the property to Empire Township may be possible 
through federal legisla�on or designa�on.  

The Council worked with Empire Township to explore facilita�ng this land transfer from the NPS 
to Empire Township, to support the development of a mix of workforce housing land uses and 
new public facili�es, including Fire, EMS, and Township offices. This is a unique opportunity, as 
NPS land does not o�en become available for non-NPS use, and the proposed land uses could 
meet several community housing, public service, and placemaking goals.  

What We Did: The Implementa�on Team formed a “Greenfield” (named this because the 
property is vacant/undisturbed currently) task force to study the opportunity and assess its 
feasibility as a seasonal workforce housing solu�on and model for other vacant, non-strategic, 
and publicly owned proper�es in Benzie and Leelanau coun�es.  

https://www.michiganradio.org/podcast/stateside/2023-05-30/stateside-podcast-up-north-has-a-housing-problem
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The Greenfield task force completed the following ac�vi�es: 

• Met mul�ple �mes with Empire Township staff, public officials, the Planning
Commission, and the Township Board to discuss the opportunity and how the proposed
workforce housing solu�ons could co-locate with the Township office and public safety
facility needs.

• Communicated with poten�al development partners to assess their interest in the
project and feasibility of different housing products.

• Researched exis�ng channels to transfer the property from the NPS to Empire Township,
including The Lodge Act and sale of property.

• Supported Empire Township with legislator advocacy to encourage The Lodge Act
progress in congress.

• With Township support, engaged Mansfield Land Use Consultants to create a conceptual
design plan and tool kit for the property, demonstra�ng how the various land uses could
interact with one another at one loca�on. This concept (shown on page 13 and included
as Appendix A) and tool kit package (Appendix C) is intended to spark educa�on and a
dialogue on the different types of seasonal and year-round workforce housing that are
possible at this site, the challenges and benefits of each housing product, and how one
site can support housing and non-housing uses overall.

• Iden�fied similar parcel opportuni�es, including a 180-acre parcel in Empire Township,
owned by the Glen Lake Schools District and communicated with school officials to
assess their interest, which was posi�ve.

Results: The Council believes this solu�on is feasible and scalable, given the support from 
Empire Township, possibility of elimina�ng land costs to support the affordability of future 
development, and interest from poten�al development partners. The Council recommends 
further engagement with the community regarding the conceptual plan, tool kit, and financial 
model (Appendix B), including Empire Township, poten�al development partners, and 
community stakeholders at large.  
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Figure: Conceptual plan demonstrating how different workforce housing uses and local government facilities might co-locate on 
one parcel. 

Conclusion 

This project assessed the feasibility of mul�ple workforce housing solu�ons in Benzie and 
Leelanau Coun�es and found high feasibility for several solu�ons: work camper employees and 
developing new housing in Honor and Empire. Other solu�ons were evaluated and found to be 
not feasible for the Council’s service area currently, including the Housing Exchange pla�orm 
and repurposing the vacant Plate River Elementary school for workforce housing. This finding 
does not mean that repurposing other vacant buildings in Benzie and Leelanau coun�es for 
housing is not feasible, par�cularly structures that are owned by a public en�ty and connected 
to exis�ng infrastructure.   

As a result of this project. the Council also provided a blueprint for how different workforce 
housing solu�ons might co-locate together on one parcel as demonstrated by the concept plan 
prepared for a vacant parcel in Empire Township, shown above. This concept could be applied to 
mul�ple vacant sites throughout Benzie and Leelanau coun�es, and demonstrates a model for 
how the various solu�ons studied— including work camper campsites, dormitory style seasonal 
workforce housing, year-round single-family housing, and townhomes—might complement one 
another, along with other uses desired by a community (in this example, public offices and 
safety facili�es).  This model could be scaled up or down, in terms of parcel size, housing 
density, and land uses proposed, to fit the context of the community and land use regula�ons it 
is proposed within.  
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The financial feasibility of the various elements on the conceptual plan in Appendix A is 
somewhat dependent on the current interest rate environment and the associated mortgage 
costs corresponding to such environment.  The feasibility of the mul�-modal conceptual plan 
currently is marginal for families at and below 80% of AMI in Leelanau County. 
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Appendices 

A. Mul�-Use Development Conceptual Model
B. Mul�-Use Development Financial Model
C. Tool Kit for Workforce Housing Development in Rural Areas (Mansfield Land Use

Consultants)
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Appendix B 



Multi-Use Development Financial Model

Element A
Homes 18

Site Costs Measure Quantity Unit Cost Total Per Home
Clearing Acres 5.0 $8,000 $40,000 $2,222
Retention Pond Cubic Yards 0.0 $4 $0 $0
Storm Sewer Linear Feet 0.0 $50 $0 $0
Earthwork Cubic Yards 23,124.3 $4 $92,497 $5,139
Landscape Lump Sum 1.0 $12,500 $12,500 $694
Topsoil/Seed/Fert Acres 4.0 $40,000 $160,000 $8,889
Lighting Each 0.0 $1,000 $0 $0
Gravel Driveway Each 18.0 $1,000 $18,000 $1,000
Paved Roadway 24' Linear Feet 0.0 $180 $0 $0
Gravel Roadway 20' Linear Feet 2,446.0 $80 $195,680 $10,871
Paved Sidewalk 10' Linear Feet 0.0 $100 $0 $0
Concrete Sidewalk 4" Square Feet 0.0 $4 $0 $0
Utilities - Communic Each 18.0 $2,000 $36,000 $2,000
Electric Main Each 18.0 $2,000 $36,000 $2,000
Gas Service Each 18.0 $2,000 $36,000 $2,000
Septic Each 18.0 $20,000 $360,000 $20,000
Well Each 18.0 $15,000 $270,000 $15,000

$1,256,677 $69,815
Home Construction Square Feet 1,200.0 $250 $300,000
Total Cost $369,815

Element B
Buildings 4
Employees 96

Site Costs Measure Quantity Unit Cost Total Per Building Per Employee
Clearing Acres 2.0 $8,000 $16,000 $4,000 $167
Storm Sewer Linear Feet 0.0 $50 $0 $0 $0
Earthwork Cubic Yards 2,924.0 $4 $11,696 $2,924 $122
Landscape Lump Sum 1.0 $25,000 $25,000 $6,250 $260
Topsoil/Seed/fert Acres 1.0 $130,000 $130,000 $32,500 $1,354
Lighting Each 0.0 $1,000 $0 $0 $0
Gravel Parking Square Yards 1,890.0 $10 $18,900 $4,725 $197
Paved Parking Square Yards 0.0 $40 $0 $0 $0
Gravel Roadway 20' Linear Feet 638.0 $80 $51,040 $12,760 $532
Paved Roadway 20' Linear Feet 0.0 $150 $0 $0 $0
Concrete Sidewalk 4" Square Feet 0.0 $4 $0 $0 $0
Utilities - Communic Each 4.0 $2,000 $8,000 $2,000 $83
Electric Main Each 4.0 $2,000 $8,000 $2,000 $83
Gas Service Each 4.0 $2,001 $8,004 $2,001 $83
Septic Each 4.0 $20,000 $80,000 $20,000 $833
Well Each 4.0 $15,000 $60,000 $15,000 $625

$416,640 $104,160 $4,340
Building Costruction Square Feet 3,500.0 $250 $875,000
Total Cost $979,160



Element C
Buildings 6
Townhouses 24

Site Costs Measure Quantity Unit Cost Total Per Building Per Townhouse
Clearing Acres 2.0 $8,000 $16,000 $2,667 $667
Storm Sewer Linear Feet 0.0 $50 $0 $0 $0
Earthwork Cubic Yards 6,655.0 $4 $26,620 $4,437 $1,109
Landscape Lump Sum 1.0 $25,000 $25,000 $4,167 $1,042
Topsoil/Seed/fert Acres 1.0 $130,000 $130,000 $21,667 $5,417
Lighting Each 0.0 $1,000 $0 $0 $0
Gravel Parking Square Yards 1,936.0 $10 $19,360 $4,840 $202
Paved Parking Square Yards 0.0 $40 $0 $0 $0
Gravel Roadway 20' Linear Feet 251.0 $80 $20,080 $5,020 $209
Paved Roadway 20' Linear Feet 0.0 $150 $0 $0 $0
Paved Sidewalk 10' Linear Feet 0.0 $100 $0 $0 $0
Concrete Sidewalk 4" Square Feet 0.0 $4 $0 $0 $0
Utilities - Communic Each 6.0 $2,000 $12,000 $2,000 $500
Electric Main Each 6.0 $2,000 $12,000 $2,000 $500
Gas Service Each 6.0 $2,001 $12,006 $2,001 $500
Septic Each 6.0 $20,000 $120,000 $20,000 $5,000
Well Each 6.0 $15,000 $90,000 $15,000 $3,750

$483,066 $83,798 $18,895
Building Costruction Each 24.0 $250,000 $6,000,000 $1,500,000 $250,000
Total Cost $1,583,798 $268,895

Element D
Pads 15

Site Costs Measure Quantity Unit Cost Total Per Pad
Clearing Acres 1.4 $8,000 $11,200 $747
Storm Sewer Linear Feet 0.0 $50 $0 $0
Earthwork Cubic Yards 5,646.5 $4 $22,586 $1,506
Campsite Pad 6" Concrete Square Feet 20,687.0 $5 $103,435 $6,896
Campsite Utilities Each 15.0 $3,450 $51,750 $3,450
Landscape Lump Sum 1.0 $25,000 $25,000 $1,667
Topsoil/Seed/fert Acres 1.4 $130,000 $182,000 $12,133
Lighting Each 0.0 $1,000 $0 $0
Gravel Roadway 20' Linear Feet 576.0 $80 $46,080 $3,072
Electric Main Linear Feet 576.0 $30 $17,280 $1,152
Drainfield Tanks & Pumps Lump Sum 1.0 $40,000 $40,000 $2,667
Wastewater Sanitary Main 8" Linear Feet 576.0 $40 $23,040 $1,536
Water Main Linear Feet 576.0 $30 $17,280 $1,152
Well Each 1.0 $15,000 $15,000 $1,000
Total Pad Costs $554,651 $36,977



Element R
Acres 1.3/2
Length - Linear Feet 1,258

Costs Measure Quantity Unit Cost Total Per Foot
Clearing Acres 0.7 $8,000 $5,200 $4
Storm Sewer Linear Feet 0.0 $50 $0 $0
Earthwork Cubic Yards 1,310.8 $4 $5,243 $4
Erosion Control Lump Sum 1.0 $50,000 $50,000 $40
Landscape Lump Sum 1.0 $25,000 $25,000 $20
Topsoil/Seed/fert Acres 0.5 $130,000 $65,000 $52
Lighting Each 0.0 $1,000 $0 $0
Driveway Entrance Square Yard 423.0 $40 $16,920 $13
Gravel Roadway 20' Linear Feet 1,258.0 $80 $100,640 $80
Asphalt Roadway 24' Linear Feet 0.0 $180 $0 $0

$268,003 $213

Sub Total $2,979,037
Engineering $148,952
Legal $100,000

$3,227,989
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A Tool Kit for Workforce Housing in Rural Areas

1 

The 
Sleeping Bear  
Gateway Council 
The Sleeping Bear Gateway Council, a 501 c3 non-profit, is working to mi�gate challenges and 
capture opportuni�es facing gateway communi�es in proximity to the Sleeping Bear Dunes 
Na�onal Lakeshore. Their mission is to facilitate stakeholder collabora�on to enhance 
sustainable gateway communi�es. 

The Seasonal Workforce Housing ini�a�ve is supported by the following Council contacts, along 
with the Council board of directors, seasonal workforce housing commitee, and task force 
volunteers in Benzie and Leelanau Coun�es. Main contacts for the ini�a�ve are provided 
below. 

• Bill Witler, Sleeping Bear Gateways Council President (wrwitler@gmail.com)

• Jim Shook, Seasonal Workforce Housing Commitee Chair (jshook@shookrg.com)

• Michael Rivard, Sleeping Bear Gateways Council Immediate Past President
(mike@pinehavenadvisors.com)

• Elise Cra�s/Statecra� LLC, Seasonal Workforce Housing Project Manager
(elise@statecraftmi.com)

Planning Consultant Services by Mansfield Land Use Consultants. A mul�disciplinary land 
planning firm of Planners, Landscape Architects, Civil Engineers and Surveyors founded in 1999 
with offices in Traverse City and Charlevoix. 

• Doug Mansfield, President (dougm@maaeps.com)

• Petra Kuehnis, PLA Landscape Architect (petrak@maaeps.com)

mailto:wrwitler@gmail.com
mailto:jshook@shookrg.com
mailto:mike@pinehavenadvisors.com
mailto:elise@statecraftmi.com
mailto:dougm@maaeps.com
mailto:petrak@maaeps.com
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Words To Develop By… 
 

• Always remember to respect the person(s) who have invested in a rural lifestyle for 
extremely valid reasons and reasons extremely valuable to them.  
 

• The local government has approved a “Master Plan” and most likely a Zoning Ordinance 
that does not provide for great intensi�es and diversity of land use in its rural districts. 
One can and should fully expect great hesita�on from exis�ng government and 
cons�tuents. Higher densi�es and intensi�es very well may require more regula�ons, 
more buffering and more overall considera�on, such that the character and quality of 
life the neighbors feel they enjoy will not be infringed upon. 

 
• Every parcel of land, every municipality and even every public road has its own 

opportuni�es and restric�ons.  The suggested uses, elements and their inclusive 
suggested density is subject change with these issues recognized.  

 
• Any too much of one thing, no mater good or bad, is a bad thing. The good will not 

stand out and be appreciated, and likewise, the bad will become overbearing. 
 

• When trying to equate how much a parcel of land would provide under more 
conven�onal prac�ces for single family development a good rule of thumb is to mul�ply 
the overall acreage of the parcel x 0.75 then divide that number by the acreage per 
lot/unit in the zoning ordinance.   
 

Example 40 acres x 0.75 = 30 / 1 acre per lot/unit = 30 lots/units.  
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Element “A”  
Single Family Clustered Development 
 
Goals and Objec�ves 

• Create a sense of place and community. 
• Generate responsible home ownership. 
• Define a scale of equality.  
• U�lize systema�c/though�ul/coordinated provisions for wells/sep�c 

systems/stormwater management and u�li�es. 
• Create Common Areas that are important and provide ameni�es that are shared by all, 

thus saving individuals from having to own more space, purchase more implements, 
toys, etc.  

• Minimize Frontage expense. 
• Employ and enforce Bylaws and Restric�ons 
• Make it easy, with less upfront cost by minimizing common infrastructure that has huge 

responsibili�es for the end user. 
• Offer methods for future expansion such as planned expansions, accessory dwelling 

units/common storage areas/buildings, etc.  

 
Findings  

• Probably going to maintain about a 1 acre/1 Single Family Lot/Unit 
• In order to provide for the home, an accessory structure with the required water well 

and isola�on distance, and sep�c field, lots/units therein will most likely 65-120 feet 
wide, in some loca�ons and 150-165 �. deep.  

• Flipping or mirroring the actual structures against the neighboring property will create a 
stronger neighborhood patern and more individual “useable” open space at the same 
�me.  

• Access to the rear or the lot/unit, keep delivery off the main service road. 
• 15-20 lots/units equates to approximately 45-80 persons.  
• 15-20 lots/units equates to approximately 120-200 average vehicle trips per day.  

 Don’t develop units/lots where the common elements are more than 300 �. way 
from the furthest home. Otherwise those homes beyond 300 feet will not take 
“ownership” in those elements and a poor social equa�on will take place. 

• 15-20 lots/units could equate to some 50-60 children or varying age and degrees or 
development. Create user opportuni�es in the common areas.  
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• Crea�ng the frontage on the inside of a curve creates less length and in such cost of the 
main service road and conversely more lot width in the rear to place accessory 
buildings, sep�c field/reserve field, and outdoor space out of the vehicular realm.  

• Placing the main entrance closer to the street creates more prominence, a beter sense 
of place and responsibility to a “community”. The residence is also closer in view for 
self-policing, less u�lity service cost, maintenance, etc.  

• Limited independent yards/drives and sidewalks may help achieve an efficiency for 
sharing maintenance cost.  

• Basic family ameni�es should be installed early in development.  
• All have lots/units view and access to the common area and should take ownership in 

the space. 
• All can see and monitor the “goings on” in the common area.  
• Limited access to the neighborhood will deter unwanted visitors. 

 

Single Family Homes 
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Conven�onal Rural Development – 1 acre lot/unit 
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Element “B”  
Dormitory as a Seasonal Housing Initiative 
 
Goals and Objec�ves 

• Each year more and more interna�onal employees on temporary work allowances are 
invited to work in the local service industry.  

• The response from employers to end customers has been that this popula�on is cri�cal 
to the service industry. 

• Housing these persons has been an issue. Their demands and lifestyle is far different 
than the normal working family, and frankly there is not a residen�al facility developed 
in this area to meet these demands, par�cularly given the cost of construc�on and the 
already limited housing available in even the general real estate market.  

• While a dormitory use, as proposed, would bring back memories of college life in mul�-
floor, large structures, what is being proposed would be more reminiscent of a lodge or 
summer camp facility. This use, even at a much smaller scale is hard to fit inside most 
rural zoning districts and language.  

• Single level, or approximately 3500 square feet, 12 bedrooms with a poten�al 
occupancy of 12-24 persons.  

• At this scale a developer/service industry owner would be able to afford to build and 
u�lize or lease out such a facility affordably.  

• The goal would be to create language and define the right services, u�li�es, parking, 
outdoor space and mass transit opportuni�es in a rural se�ng, such that a 
developer/owner could easily facilitate the development of such a residen�al use. 

• The occupancy is generally not comprised of “family” units but rather a grouping of 
persons seeking the same goals and beter opportunity.  

• They are generally a class is subject to the condi�ons of their visa’s and do not want to 
find themselves in any trouble and in such they can make great neighbors.  

 
Findings 

• As this use could be seen as dissimilar from normal rural development it should be 
carefully placed on any site, including buffering such that the character of the area is 
retained.  

• Each 3,500 square foot, 12-bedroom structure would require approximately 1 acre of 
land to sustain all the required elements. 
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• The buildings would most likely be u�lized in full during the prime winter months,
concepts could be developed to u�lize them for hospitality stays in the off- season
months and help to sustain the cost.

• The popula�on envisioned does not generally have or have access to individual
automobiles. They car-pool or rely on mass transit. In such, while the occupancy of the
use by be higher than that realized in any ordinance, the “intensity” of use can actually
be less, par�cularly in terms of vehicular traffic.

• The exhibit shows that systema�c/though�ul design could provide that 4 such
individual facili�es could be developed upon approximately 4 acres of land. A 5-acre
site would really provide any buffering required to allow this use to exist in a rural
environment. A five-acre development would create housing for between 48-84
persons.

Dormitory Style Housing 
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Element “C”  
Townhome Rental Units 

 
Goals and Objec�ves 

• The local non-profit housing agency has virtually perfected a plan based upon grouping 
of Townhomes that has fit the niche in terms of obtaining public housing financing in a 
small rural developments and serving the needs of its users. 

• These 4-8 unit mul�-family buildings, u�lizing ver�cal townhome codes and regula�ons, 
which do not require fire suppression.  

• The units iden�fied would be two stories in height and are  generally in scale with 
standard residen�al homes in the rural areas. 

• These units could be for rent or sold as the developer wishes, subject to the financing 
established.  

• The small buildings are easier to promote in rural environments, 
• The small buildings are easier to finance and construct. 
• Each building is served by individual well and sep�c systems 
• Each unit has 1 ½ to 2 parking spaces provided.  
• These are generally designed around a small family unit. 
• Occupancy would suggest a popula�on of 10-20 persons per building. 
• Health Department would require no more than 25 persons served by one Type 3 

residen�al well.   
• The building would have at least one accessible unit.  

 
Findings 

• Each 4-8 unit building would require approximately 1 acre of land.  
• The exhibit shown in our master plan shows 6 -4 unit buildings with the required 

access, parking and u�lity systems and appropriate buffers on approximately 5 acres, 
equa�ng to a 4-5 unit/acre density.   

• Total es�mated popula�on would be 45-75 persons.  
• Es�mated vehicular trip genera�on would be around 6-8 trips/day/unit or 150-200 trips 

per day. Efficient and available mass transit could reduce this number significantly. 
• Aten�on to a master plan of coordinated site design is required to maintain isola�on 

distances from wells to sep�c to storm water areas.  
• If not placed as an element in a larger master or community, outdoor space equaling 

approximately 300 s.f. person should be planned for with appropriate play structures, 
etc.  
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• Common maintenance cost need to be realized and a strong management team is 
cri�cal.  
 

Townhome Rental Units 
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The Seasonal Workforce Ini�a�ve 
A Tool Kit for Workforce Housing in Rural Areas 

13 
  

Element “D” 
Campground Sites for Rent 

 
Goals and Objec�ves 

• The intent of this element is to provide for an alterna�ve to the “built” environment 
and take advantage of the mobility of today’s seasonal employee. 

• The sites would have “full” sewer and water connec�ons. 
• Depending upon the number and market demand, a bath house, with or without 

laundry could be established.  
• The actual “camper/trailer” could be provided by the worker, the camper developer or 

the business owner where the employees are working.  
• This may reduce cost to the employer. 

 
Findings 

• Campgrounds of over 5 sites will need to be permited by the State. This can take up to 
a year. 

• Campgrounds are generally accepted in rural areas. 
• There are campers/trailers specifically designed for this use.  
• A “camper/trailer” of the type or quality required for seasonal living of several 

employees is not inexpensive. 
• Unless the campground is of a significant quan�ty of site, around 60, it may be hard to 

find a developer and doub�ul if the return on investment is proven. 
• Staying under 5 units may be an answer but u�li�es would s�ll have to be made 

available per local codes. 
• The master plan shows 15 sites on a difficult area of this par�cular site. The required 

development envelope would be approximately 5 acres for the 15 sites.  
• The sites are exhibited at 40 �. wide x 90 �. deep.  
• To make this a good lifestyle several ameni�es may need to be added, i.e. pavilion, 

bathhouse, firewood access.  
• The camper/trailer could be a depreciable asset.  
• Campground sites are not maintenance free.  
• Onsite management may be a cost issue.  
• Not real sure if the market is there and the cost/value would be significant.  
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Campground Element 

 
 

Employee Housing RV  
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Element “E”  
Institutional or Public Use 

 
Goals and Objec�ves 

• Rentals, apartments, affordable/workforce housing, campgrounds, etc. make people, 
especially those in a rural area, extremely nervous and in such so goes the permi�ng 
agencies. In such it is the belief that if these elements can be inclusive of, adjacent to or 
near an ins�tu�onal/public/government use that the element(s) will be beter 
managed, policed.  

• In this instance there is a poten�al huge public partner in the Township Fire 
Department Township Offices/Hall.  

• These buildings should be the front/face of the development.  
• This element really only func�ons if the facili�es are occupied at least during the work 

day.  
• This element should include all the same levels or higher than expected of the other 

elements. Meaning site appurtenances, landscaping, architectural details, etc.  
• This element should be a part/member of any other managing commitee, board, 

neighborhood associa�on and share in common fees/benefits as a partner.  
 
Findings 

• In this par�cular parcel for development, the parcel geometry, terrain, access and other 
dynamics provide adequate space for the future development of both a township 
hall/offices and a separate but adjacent, fire department facility.  

• The parcel contains approximately 8 acres or about 20% of the site.  
• The route of the traffic will pass in public eye of the proposed public element. Guest 

and even those uninvited visitors will again pass in front of public offices providing great 
self-policing.  

• Public offices and facili�es are not out of place in the rural townships. 
• The Township Hall site would be great place for other elements that are not just 

complimentary to this parcel but many others such as a Mass Transit Bus Sta�on and a 
recycling/refuse transfer sta�on.  

• Nothing bad can come out of this partnership.  
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Fire Department, Township Hall and Public Transit Element 
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Sample Multi-Use Site Plan Layouts 
A Sequential Study of the Various Elements  
on a Typical 40-arce Section of Land 
 
Example 23-10-06 MLUC 
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Sample Multi-Use Site Plan Layouts 
A Sequential Study of the Various Elements 
on a Typical 40-arce Section of Land 

Example 23-09-19 CNU MLUC
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Sample Multi-Use Site Plan Layouts 
A Sequential Study of the Various Elements  
on a Typical 40-arce Section of Land 
 
Example 23-08-15 SBGC White Board 
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Sample Multi-Use Site Plan Layouts 
A Sequential Study of the Various Elements  
on a Typical 40-arce Section of Land 
 
Example 23-09-19 MLUC 
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Sample Multi-Use Site Plan Layouts 
A Sequential Study of the Various Elements  
on a Typical 40-arce Section of Land 
 
Example 23-05-23 B MLUC 
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Sample Multi-Use Site Plan Layouts 
A Sequential Study of the Various Elements  
on a Typical 40-arce Section of Land 
 
Example 23-05-23 A MLUC 
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Sample Multi-Use Site Plan Layouts 
A Sequential Study of the Various Elements 
on a Typical 40-arce Section of Land 

Example 23-05-23 C MLUC
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