VILLAGE OF ELK RAPIDS
PUBLIC PARTICIPATION PLAN
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Introduction

Regular and active solicitation of collaboration from community citizens and
organizations representing a diverse perspective provides the information needed to
make the most successful decisions possible. As key facilitators in the municipality’s
decision‐making processes, the public officials and administrators of the Village of Elk
Rapids understand the importance of public participation.
Citizen engagements is desired from the beginning. Soliciting public input throughout
various stages of the decision-making process contributes to a greater public
understanding of the complexities involved in many community projects and also
provides transparency in government operations. Additionally, the active solicitation
and consideration of citizen input demonstrates that village officials care about different
perspectives. This public dialogue is vital in building an active citizenry who is able and
willing to contribute to the betterment of our community.
To effectively engage the public, there needs to be an explicit plan of action that
outlines the purpose and process used in soliciting public input. By creating a public
participation plan, the Village will be able to retain important organizational knowledge
despite employee and elected official turnover. Also, by documenting and analyzing
information on participation efforts, we are more able to objectively assess our efforts
and readjust accordingly; thus creating a dynamic and responsive set of best practices.
It is important to recognize that citizen engagement is a dynamic endeavor ‐ continually
changing with each unique situation. A successful practice with one group of citizens,
might fail to gather the needed input of another group. To this end, this plan is
intended to serve as an internal analysis and assessment, providing acknowledgment of
successes, missed opportunities and a resource for ideas on how to best engage
collaboration. This plan also serves as evidence that the Village of Elk Rapids is
dedicated in their role as facilitators of public participation.
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Participation Goals / Objectives

Listed below are concrete participation goals and objectives for the Village
of Elk Rapids. In the spirit of collaboration, the development of these goals and
objectives has allowed city officials to reach a general consensus on what successful
public participation looks like.
•

Seek broad identification and representative involvement of all residents of the
community.
The diverse characteristics and needs of residents require different communication and
outreach techniques.

•

Utilize effective and equitable avenues for distributing information and receiving
comments.
There are many techniques and mechanisms available to ensure that a diverse public is
well‐informed and able to play a role in the planning process. Recognizing that no single
technique or mechanism will work in all cases, it is up to the municipality to consider the
special communication needs of the public and use the best approaches to accomplish
this objective.

•

Provide educational materials and design participation initiatives that will support and
encourage effective participation.
Effective participation in the decision‐making process requires an understanding of land‐
use issues and the framework for making local investment decisions. Planning
professionals and officials need to be well‐versed in and employ visualization techniques
that optimize public understanding of issues and concepts. Visualization techniques can
be especially helpful with specific sites or areas of re‐development.

•

Encourage regional collaboration with local governments and other
stakeholder organizations. By hosting joint public engagement events and
sharing public participation data and best practices with other organizations,
many of the issues that impact an entire region can be more successfully
assessed. Also, the cooperation of resources needed to actively engage the
public on a particular topic can lower the costs of public participation and
provide broader policy perspective.

• Maintain and develop staff expertise in all aspects of participation.
This includes techniques for bridging language, cultural and economic differences that
affect participation; ways to convey issues and information in meaningful ways to
various cultural groups; and means for ensuring equitable representation for all
segments of the population and sectors of the economy.
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•

Support and encourage continuous improvement in the methods used to meet the
public need for information and involvement.
Public information and involvement methods are continually evolving. The municipality
is committed to seeking new and innovative ways to engage and keep the public
involved throughout the process.

•

Record results of public engagement and recount these results back to the public.
To properly capture the concerns, priorities and vision of the public, the municipality will
develop a system to track the various techniques and mechanisms of public input. To
maintain transparency and consistency, the municipality will develop a method for
sharing public participation with the public.

•

Solicit public participation in each phase of the master planning process.
Throughout the multiple phases of the master planning process, participation
components are and will continue to be incorporated to foster public participation.
Proactive participation denotes early and continuous involvement in key policy or
project decisions before they are finalized. There are many opportunities for the public
to play a role in shaping short‐ and long‐term needs and solutions. The earlier the public
is involved in the process, the greater the opportunity to influence important land‐use
decisions.

•

Encourage sustained public participation by creating meaningful volunteer
commissions, ad‐hoc committees as needed, study groups and other roles
that allow citizens greater responsibility in the decision making process.
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The Basics: Federal and State on Public Participation
The most basic type of facilitation of public participation is mandated in state and
federal requirements. The Open Meetings Act (OMA) was developed to ensure that
governments were including citizens in the decision making process. Advanced notice of
public meetings and restrictions on discussions outside of a public forum serve to
ensure that a level of transparency is occurring in government processes throughout the
country.
The OMA is fundamental to ensuring the public has a role in policy development and
adhering to its mandates is legally required. The Village of Elk Rapids takes these
requirements very seriously as legal mandates and as assurance of due process in
decision‐making processes.

Key definitions
“Public body” ‐ means any local governing body (including a board, commission, committee,
subcommittee, or authority) which is empowered (by state constitution, statute, charter,
ordinance, resolution or rule) to exercise governmental or proprietary authority or perform a
governmental or proprietary function.
“Meeting ‐” means the convening of a public body at which a quorum is present for the
purpose of deliberating toward or rendering a decision on a public policy.
“Closed session” ‐ means a meeting or part of a meeting of a public body which is closed to the
public.
“Decision” ‐ means a determination or vote of a public body to formulate public policy.

The Michigan Open Meetings Act
In accordance with the Michigan Open Meetings Act (PA 267 of 1976), the municipality
will hold meetings in the Village Hall located at 315 Bridge Street or in another properly
posted location as is necessary. These locations are accessible to the general public.
Individuals with disabilities requiring auxiliary aids or services in order to participate in
municipal meetings may contact the Village of Elk Rapids for assistance: William Cooper,
Village Manager, Village of Elk Rapids, 315 Bridge Street, Elk Rapids, Michigan 49629.
Telephone: 231-264-9274
The public will be notified within ten (10) days of the first meeting of a public body in
each calendar or fiscal year; the body will publicly post a list stating the dates, times and
places of all its regular meetings at its principle office.
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If there is a change in schedule, within three days of the meeting in which the change is
made, the public body will post a notice stating the new dates, times and places of
regular meetings.
For special and irregular meetings, public bodies will post a notice indicating the date,
time and place at least eighteen (18) hours before the meetings.
Public bodies will hold emergency sessions without a written notice or time constraints
if the public health, safety or welfare is severely threatened and if two‐thirds of the
body’s members vote to hold the emergency meeting.

Meetings
The OMA requires guidelines during public meetings to ensure the public has an
opportunity to be included in the decision making process and to ensure that a record of
decisions are kept and are accessible to the public for review. This ensures a level of
transparency and keeps decision making in the “sunshine”.
During each public meeting there must be time allotted for the public to comment.
Minutes must be kept for all open meetings, and are required to contain a record of the
public comment and also the following:
‐ the time, date and place of the meeting
‐ the members present and absent
‐ a record of any decisions made at the meeting and a record of all roll call
votes
The basic intent of the OMA is to require that public bodies conduct business at open
meetings; however there are times when a closed session is necessary. In these
instances, an explanation of the purpose(s) for which a closed session is held must be in
the minutes of a regular meeting and separate minutes must be taken of the closed
meeting.
The Village of Elk Rapids realizes the importance of including citizens in the decision
making dialogue and values the comments made during public meetings. The small size
of our community and accessible demeanor of our village officials produces a
productive give‐and‐take conversation that aides in overall understanding.
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Key Stakeholders
The Village of Elk Rapids understands that a successful public dialogue is the backbone
for the development of a successful community. Without the systematic and
consistent incorporation of citizens and other stakeholders in the decision‐making
processes of our local government, ideas and opportunities will be missed and
decisions made without a complete understanding of the potential impacts on our
community. Additionally, a regular dialogue between citizens and their local
government enhances understanding, contributes to a transparent process and
increases trust. By involving our community in the decision‐making processes at all
stages, citizens are more likely to accept the final outcome of a project and feel that
their interests were considered and the best decisions were made.
Local, State and Federal Organizations from both the public and private sectors assist
and enhance the Village’s decision‐making process through their input. Ensuring and
nurturing these partnerships during a development process is essential. The Village of
Elk Rapids is dedicated to local and regional collaboration.
Organizations
In the past, the Village has collaborated with both public and private sector
organizations and citizens towards the goal of bettering our community. Some of the
events that we are currently proud of are examples of this collaboration and bring an
economic and regional upswing:
Evenings on River Street, Wednesdays during the Summer
Farmer’s Market ‐ Fridays during warm weather
Harbor Days – first week in August
Sunday Music at the Harbor during the season
The Village of Elk Rapids is committed to reaching out to organizations and citizens to
collectively solve problems that may arise and create visions for the future. The
partnership developed through collaborative efforts strengthens networks and
reinforces future relationships. A continuous dialogue with organizational stakeholders
should be maintained to facilitate understanding and trust.
The Village understands that when efforts are combined, resources can be saved and the
outcome can be more beneficial than simply acting alone.
The following is a list of some of private and public sector organizations we work with to
create better services and a more prosperous community:
Elk Rapids Public School District
Antrim County
Elk Rapids Township
Milton Township
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The Elk Rapids Area Chamber of Commerce
Watershed Center Grand Traverse Bay
Networks Northwest
Northern Lakes Economic Alliance
Gd. Traverse Band Ottawa & Chippewa Indians
Northern Homes Com. Development Corp.
Housing Next
Elk Rapids District Library
Traverse Area Recreation & Transport. Trails
Paddle Antrim
The Lions Club
Elk Rapids Rotary and Grand Traverse Rotary Charities
Harbor Days
Green Elk Rapids
Grand Traverse Community Foundation
Michigan State University Extension Program
Many other community organizations; industrial, commercial and retail businesses; and
community-minded individuals
A successful collaborative effort usually starts when there is an opportunity for action
and all the right players are at the decision making table.
The Village will continue to network with both local and regional organizations and
identify opportunities to work together.
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Missed Opportunities
The Village of Elk Rapids is dedicated when in comes to ensuring the public is notified
and involved in their decision making processes. With a population of approximately
1,640 individuals, educating and notifying our citizenry is a goal that is actually quite
obtainable, although challenges exist for seasonal residents, who should be encouraged
to proactively engage, even when they are physically absent.
The Village provides and collects sign-in sheets for all public meetings, records the
number of citizens in attendance in the meeting minutes and makes public recorded
comments of all public meetings available on-line for up to three years. We also ask for
voluntary identification of speakers. So, while there are numerous stakeholders
currently involved in helping to develop and guide the Village of Elk Rapids, the
likelihood of underrepresented citizens and organizations is still a reality. The Village of
Elk Rapids needs to make a concerted effort at bringing these stakeholders into the
decision making process. One such idea is to communicate such items to Homeowner
Associations, residents of Noble Pines through the Housing Commission staff and to
communicate through leaders of other informal community groups such as Walk with a
Doc and Norte.
The Village has made considerable efforts in reaching elementary children by providing
an annual local government day for second grade students, involving them in the Parks
and Recreation process. As well, the Cherryland Middle School students work with the
Parks and Recreation Commission to propose and complete community projects. This
could become more of a two-way street and provides greater opportunity for student
involvement in decision making.
The Village also had great success in receiving survey results for the latest update of the
Community Recreation Plan, primarily through the email lists of local organizations,
including but not limited to: seasonal boaters, the school parental email blast
(elementary, middle and high school), Chamber of Commerce and Rotary Charities.
Residents of neighboring Milton, Elk Rapids and Whitewater Townships responded, as
well as village residents. We received more than 240 responses this way with only 5
hard-copies, even those were available at the Harbor, Village Hall and Library. This tells
us this is a viable way to communicate for future public input.
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The Toolbox
The public participation toolbox is virtually limitless‐ from tried and true methods to the truly
imaginative.
The following are sample methods for community involvement:
Basic Announcement Methods for Public Meetings‐ The following methods are often used to
advertise public meetings. Many times, this does not result in involvement of all stakeholders,
especially those with visual impairments, non‐English speakers, the illiterate, youth, citizens
with limited mobility and those who work during the time of the public meeting.
• Newspaper posting
• Website posting
• Flier posting on community hall door
• Announcements at council meeting
• Notations on water/sewer bills
• Social media sites
Proactive Practices‐ The following are some example public participation methods that are less
reactive and more focused on education and collaborative visioning. Many of these methods
would not be possible without strong partnerships with stakeholders identified earlier in the P3.

•

Surveys‐Surveys are useful for identifying specific areas of interest
or concentration from a broad scope of ideas or issues. These areas of interest can
then be further explored using other methods like the ones outlined below. A
community may use a survey to identify where to start in the planning process, or
the general climate surrounding a topic. Surveys can be useful to get a general idea
of something but should not be used as the sole method of public input. It is helpful
for a municipality to administer surveys with partners. As with most public input
efforts, it is best to vary the delivery method (publicly noticed in local papers,
emailed, posted on the website and village information board, and social media; and
include bilingual language if applicable in our community.

•

Community workshops‐ These could be as simple as a series of question and
answer sessions or more. The P3 should identify potential venues, considering
access for the disabled and citizens without vehicles. In addition, the P3 should
identify how to reach underrepresented groups. For example, holding workshops
in different languages to suit a community’s demographic, as appropriate, and at
different locations and times. This section is an ideal place to identify who would
facilitate the workshops; whether it is an outside consultant, active citizen or
municipal staff. Often workshops are a great way to educate the community
surrounding a specific topic and hear concerns, questions and ideas.
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•

Charrettes‐ The charrette differs from a workshop because it is a multi‐day event
where designers and planners work on a sketched/electronic plan in‐between what
are called “feedback loops”. Usually between three and seven days, citizens can
come to the “charrette studio”, which is an office on or near the location of the
proposed plan or project. Citizens offer ideas while the charrette team facilitates and
observes. From these suggestions, the designers and planners change the plan to
suit community input and present their creation the next day where the community
offers feedback again. This makes up one cycle of a “feedback loop”. There can be
up to five feedback loops, resulting in a final plan shortly thereafter. This process can
be completed with many different budgets, depending on the expertise of municipal
staff and local residents. Charrettes require much planning beforehand. The P³ offers
an opportunity to begin planning for how a community would hold a charrette and

who would be involved. For more information, visit
http://www.charretteinstitute.org.
•

Walkabouts‐ Walkabouts offer candid feedback from a variety of stakeholders when
discussing a specific area. They can be paired with community workshops or
charrettes to measure the perceived safety and comfort of pedestrians in a
downtown, neighborhood or corridor. Walkabouts are also useful for identifying
desired design, problem properties or safety concerns.

•

One‐on‐one interviews‐ Interviews are a great way to get specifics on a topic.
Specific community leaders may have been identified, making them ideal candidates
for an interview. Some communities have individuals that are very vocal about issues
in the community. Interviewing them may give some perspective on how to
address their concerns. It is important to remember that one interview reflects the
opinion of one individual and should not be considered the standing of the entire
community.

•

Focus groups‐ Like interviews, focus groups can help to narrow down concepts or
get a specific perspective.

•

Standing commissions‐ These are focus groups that repeatedly meet and will differ
depending on the needs of a community. They are perfect for concerned residents,
underrepresented groups, or groups that may have specific needs in a community,
such as students or seniors. This is an opportunity for a municipality to draw from
the expertise of residents.

•

Social networking‐ Technology offers a unique opportunity to give and receive
information to a mass of people. Municipalities can post events, share information
and even solicit feedback. This public participation method is best used in
conjunction with other methods.

12

Strategies of Outreach
Strategies for Outreach
The Village of Elk Rapids will follow a systematic plan for public engagement in the development
process of local legislative village policy. Proactively engaging stakeholders fosters a sense of
ownership and prevents delays caused by unforeseen issues. This section outlines how the
community will be engaged from the Communication Toolbox, depending on the situation.

Master Plan Update
This document represents the long‐term vision for our community so it is of utmost
importance that all stakeholders are involved in creating this document.
There are basic state guidelines that must be adhered to with regard to involving the
public in the Master Plan, but the Village of Elk Rapids may go above and beyond
what is required to ensure the visioning is created by our entire community.
At the beginning of the process, prior to creating the document, surveys, charrettes and
walk‐abouts may be done to access the community and identify the necessary changes.
The assessment period will be announced in all public meetings, on the website and in
the newspaper inviting everyone interested to join in the process. It will provide
contact information for citizens if they wish to be a part of the development process.
In accordance with the Michigan Planning Enabling Act (PA 33 of 2008) the following
parties will be notified via first class mail, personal delivery or electronic mail by the
planning commission of the intent to plan and request the recipient’s cooperation and
comment:
•

Antrim County Commission

•

Networks Northwest (Regional Planning Agency)

•

Elk Rapids Township Planning Commission

•

Each public utility company, railroad company, and public transportation agency
owning or operating a public utility, railroad, or public transportation system
within the local unit of government, and any government entity that registers its
name and mailing address for this purpose with the planning commission)

•

Antrim County Road Commission and the Michigan Department of
Transportation

13

After the draft master plan has been submitted to the legislative body for review and
approval for distribution, the draft plan will be available to the previously listed entities
for review.
Before approving a proposed master plan, the planning commission will hold not less
than one (1) public hearing on the proposed master plan. The hearing will be held after
the expiration of the deadline for comment as outlined in the act.
The planning commission will give notice of the time and place of the public hearing not
less than fifteen (15) days before the hearing by publication in a newspaper of general
circulation within the local unit of government (for example: The Petoskey News
Review). The planning commission will also submit notice of the public hearing by first
class mail, personal delivery or electronic mail to the previously listed entities for
review.
After the adoption of the master plan, the planning commission will publish and
distribute copies of the master plan or a summary thereof, and employ other means of
publicity and education.
The same development process will be adhered to with the creation of the Elk Rapids
Recreation Plan and other plans of significance to the general community.
Zoning Ordinance Update
Like the Master Plan, the Zoning Ordinance is a document that reflects the vision of the
community. To this end, it is important the public be involved in its revision. As each
revision process is unique and not necessarily related to the entire document, the
stakeholders may vary to some extent. However, a general process of public outreach
will contain early and frequent public input and a continuous facilitation of involvement
throughout the decision making process using tools from our toolbox. The creation of
citizen study groups or ad‐hoc committees will be encouraged when tackling more
complicated issues. The thought processes of the Village Officials will be explained in
each public meeting so that citizens are aware of the development if they are not
directly involved. Also, one or more public hearings will be held before passage of any
ordinance. Particular attention will be paid to public outreach and communication
when dealing with high controversy development projects. The website will be updated
and social media and e‐newsletter updates will be sent out regularly on decision‐making
processes and developments.
Downtown Development Strategic Plan
The Downtown area in the Village is crucial to our identity and thus another important
area for citizens and stakeholders to be involved with in the decision making process and
has been facilitated with the assistance of the Northern Lakes Economic Alliance. The
Downtown Development Authority also has several subcommittees that work to gather
public input from citizens and businesses and collaborate to prioritize and enhance the
strategic plan goals.
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Aside from the active outreach of these volunteer committees, citizens will also be
involved frequently throughout the development and updates will be provided through
the website, social media, traditional media outlets and in public meetings on decision
making processes and opportunities to become a part of the discussion.
Policy Development/Decision‐Making
In government, there is a continual evolution of policies and situations in which
action/decisions are required but are not easily apparent. These decisions require
thorough research and often expert advice is needed for them to be properly analyzed.
The Village of Elk Rapids understands that policy decisions can be complex and multi‐
faceted and often difficult to communicate to the public. For this reason, the Village of
Elk Rapids is committed to enhanced and on-going communication with the public during
any significant decision‐making process.
Additionally, the Village wants to include the public in this process from the start. By
including stakeholders and citizens in policy development and decision making from the
beginning, the Village contends it will have improved decisions by securing a greater
variety of insights and ultimately creating better public policy.

Communicating Results
Communicating back to the public the information gathered on public involvement will result in
another layer of transparency in our processes and a greater understanding from the public that
we value public input and are actively seeking to involve the citizens in our community.
Municipalities have several venues of communication: two local weekly newspapers, a local
daily newspaper, television, the municipal website and social media (village, police
department and harbor). The appropriate venue to communicate, who is responsible for
this communication and how soon after the public participation event depends on the
situation.
In general, the following is a list of ways the Village will communicate public feedback.
Public Meetings‐ Village Council and Commission meetings all have audio recording posted to the
village website for up to three years. Also, minutes are posted on-line as soon as they are
approved.
Surveys‐Surveys have been compiled by Networks Northwest staff and provided for village posting
on-line. Hard copy results are also available at Village Hall and reminders are posted on our social media
page with links to the on-line version.
Community workshops/ Charrettes‐ A village official (elected or staff) or facilitator, will be
charged with taking notes during community workshops and charrettes. These notes will be
posted on the workshop/ charrette Facebook page and on the Village website within 1-2 weeks
after the workshop or the charrette. In addition, the results of these events will be
communicated in a wrap up community meeting, or reported at a public council/commission
meeting, as may be most appropriate.
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Walkabouts‐ The facilitator(s) of walkabouts will take notes during the walkabout. These results
will be compiled by a City official and posted online within 1-2 weeks after the walkabout.
One‐on‐one interviews‐ Interview results will be kept confidential for the comfort of the
participants unless requested otherwise.
Focus groups‐ Focus group results will be kept confidential for the comfort of the participants
unless requested otherwise.
Standing committees‐ Meeting minutes will be taken by a designated individual and posted
online as soon as officially approved and are available in draft form in compliance with the Open
Meetings Act.
Social networking‐ Staff is responsible for monitoring the municipal Facebook pages (village,
police department and harbor). Staff responds to posts within 48 hours and proactively posts on
behalf of the municipality informational links to community events and public participation
results.

Evaluating Effectiveness of Participation
The Plan will be formally reviewed on an annual basis. A village official will be
responsible for keeping records of the participation efforts and will be responsible for
compiling the data and presenting it to the Village and public with suggestions for
actions. The results should identify strengths and weaknesses and give examples of
how to adjust our behavior to better maximize outreach. However, if the plan is
implemented as is stated the feedback loop should create a continuous review process
enabling Village officials to successfully make changes through in a dynamic process
that is consistently improved upon.
Public participation, when properly executed, builds community consensus and strengthens
sense of place. Creating a culture of collaborative visioning enriches democracy by allowing
citizens to voice their ideas, not just their complaints. A community’s public participation plan is
not another document to be created and shelved, but a daily guide for how to best incorporate
the public into decisions that affect their space.
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