
Clearwater Township 

Planning Commission 

Special Meeting of August 23, 2021 
As approved September 13, 2021 

Call to Order, Pledge of Allegiance: 

Chair Von See called the meeting to order at 7:00 p.m., and opened with the Pledge of 
Allegiance. 

Roll Call of Members and Recognition of Visitors: 

Commissioners present:  Cassasa, Fields, Keyes, Leffew, Von See. 

Township officials:  Margret Spann Deputy Clerk, Tom Backers Supervisor as acting Zoning 
Administrator 

Public:  William Tessman, Carol Backers, Ron Pohl, Judy Pohl, Russ LaRowe, Diana Ro, Andrew 
Riegel, Sarah Karazia, Bryan Karazia, Bill Stroh, Adam DeVaney, Bob Burgin, Andrew Bowman. 

Approval of Agenda: 

MOTION  by Casassa, second by Leffew, to accept the agenda as presented. Motion carried. 

Call for Disclosure of Conflicts of Interests: 

All commissioners declared no conflict of interests. 

Approval of Minutes: 

MOTION  by Casassa, second by Von See, to accept the minutes of August 2, 2021 as presented.  

Motion carried. 

Public Comment for Matters Not on the Agenda: 

None. 

Commissioner Comment for Matters Not on the Agenda: 

None. 

Scheduled Public Hearing: to consider a petition from Andrew Riegel for a Special Land 
Use Permit to construct an Adult Care Facility on property having tax id parcel 
numbers 40-004-022-001-00, 40-004-015-038-10, and 40-004-022-003-00 

Chair Von See explained the procedure to be followed, including the sequence of speakers and 
the admonition that all comments are to be addressed to the Chair and not to other individuals 
in the room. 
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Zoning Administrator report: 

Acting Zoning Administrator Backers – presented the background of the project. This is to be an 
adult care drug and alcohol rehabilitation facility. This is fairly upscale – what they sent me – 
this is a consortium of investors in the medical profession that are trained in drug and alcohol 
rehabilitation. It also provides a drug-testing facility for either random or court-mandated drug 
or alcohol tests. It will employ a couple dozen people if it’s approved. I believe ah the first 
attempt was to have the agricultural property rezoned to commercial, which wasn’t looked 
upon at all favorably. So the secondary contact I had with Dr. Riegel looking for other options 
after reviewing the zoning ordinance for agricultural land use, came across the Adult Care 
Facility, but there are some questions as to what type and whether or not it is “required by the 
state” I don’t know that it’s required by the state of Michigan, but I do know the 85th and 86th 
circuit courts require that for certain dui offences that a court-ordered rehabilitation therapy 
may be mandated as part of probation in lieu of a county jail sentence, or in some cases a 
prison sentence – depending on your offense. So, basically - I informed Dr. Riegel to basically 
put in for a Special Use Permit. The main – to allow the Planning Commission to make a 
determination as to whether this type of facility is allowable in a land use agricultural. So, that’s 
where we sit right now, and tonight he gets to make his case. 

Presenter: 

Dr. Andrew Riegel – (Commissioner Leffew helped get the presentation on the TV) Dr. Andrew 
Riegel introduced himself as one of the outpatient psychiatrists at Munson. He spoke of the 
opioid pandemic that we are currently enduring. Since about the year 2000 when pain 
management became a serious focus of the pharmaceutical industry and physicians. As 
prescriptions for opiates increase, so did drug overdoses. The number of substance abuse 
treatment facilities in the United States has not kept pace with the need. In northern Michigan 
there are very few such facilities. Many people are being left without treatment. The opioid 
epidemic has reached the point that life expectancy in the United States has actually decreased. 
Today, opioid overdoses rival the complications of diabetes. The need for treatment facilities in 
our region is great. This proposal is for a subacute detox residential facility. There are two parts. 
The subacute detox provides a medically managed withdrawal from substances where people 
are treated humanely and brought off these substances in the most comfortable way possible. 
That usually takes from three to seven days. If that isn’t coupled with some sort of long-term 
sobriety recovery program, chances of long-term sobriety recovery are relatively minimal. 
That’s where the residential portion comes in. This provides a safe place for patients to work 
out what the triggers are and to develop ways to improve their chances for long-term sobriety. 
This portion usually takes from thirty to ninety days. We are planning twelve beds for subacute 
detox and ten beds for residential treatment program. Our company is Northern Embers 
Recovery; we seek to provide the best chances of long-term recovery from addiction by 
providing high quality services including compassionate therapists, therapeutic facilities, which 
incorporate the healing aspects of nature. Among the concerns expressed about this project 
was that the land might be overbuilt. The planned facility will preserve the agricultural feel of 
the land, in terms of keeping lots of space, keeping trees, keeping lots of greenery, in order to 
preserve a very healing and therapeutic environment. According to SAMHSA (Substance Abuse 
and Mental Health Services Administration), there are very few such facilities here in northern 
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Michigan. This is a very, very needed service in our region. Many of the existing facility models 
are unattractive and in non-therapeutic settings. The facility Dr. Riegel is planning includes a 
brick and mortar building for the subacute detox facility and ten geodesic domes for the 
residential treatment facility. We want people to feel excited that here they are going to get the 
best possible level of treatment. We don’t want people to feel ashamed to come to us. The plan 
is to build off Schneider and Gillett Roads on 160 acres with an entrance road built from Gillett 
to the top of the hill at the northern edge of the property. A concern raised is about the state of 
Gillett Road. Given the concerns raised at the last meeting, Dr. Riegel searched for another 
property that would fit the concept. He did not find one. He does not want to be a thorn in the 
side of the community; he’s looking for a mutually beneficial relationship. He offers to fund a 
traffic study on Gillett Road so the township will have an accurate understanding of the impact 
of the anticipated additional traffic. Yes there are potholes on Gillett Road; he hopes for 
cooperation from the Road Commission on this, but even without that he believes we can work 
this out even if it means contributing some percentage of the facility’s annual profits. In 
summary, he stated that the facility would have a revenue of three or four million dollars per 
year and would provide twenty-six paying jobs; additionally it would mean better family lives, 
less addiction, better jobs, better schools, and better roads. He concluded “let’s work together; 
let’s make this happen.” 

Speaking In Favor: 

Carol Backers – Our community has a huge drug problem. If this will help our kids and 
community, I’m all for it. 

Speaking In Opposition: 

Russ La Rowe – speaking on behalf of Hidden Hills Home Owners Association as well as for 
himself and his wife. Last time. The last time it was about rezoning the land which they oppose. 
He understands that a special land use permit is restricted to the particular use for which it is 
issued. Their problems with the proposal are: 1) there is no site plan for review, 2) why include 
the entire 160 acres? - and 3) the environmental concern resulting from prior clearcutting of 
the hilltop, leaving stumps that will have to be removed and a plan made for possible future 
reforestation. 

Bill Stroh- the county isn’t taking care of Gillett Road and isn’t likely to do so in the future. The 
road you are proposing on the property will have a rise of 300 feet in elevation over a distance 
of 2000 feet. No matter the surface that will be hazardous in the winter. You will spend millions 
of dollars to maintain it, let alone build it. Think really hard about that. 

Andrew Bowman – he maintains the Schneider two track two or three times a week. He doesn’t 
mind doing that, but there’s a limit. He’s concerned about how many more vehicles are going to 
be added to the existing traffic. Adding alcohol to the plan doesn’t please him. He doesn’t see 
this as very different from last time it was discussed and he remains opposed. 

Ron Pohl – his family owns the property west of and adjacent to the subject property that runs 
north-south. He expressed safety concerns about potential danger from the patients. 
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Bryan Karazia – his family owns the 80-acre property that is bordered on two sides by the 
subject property. His concerns are for the safety of his three children. The family has this 
property to get away from things and he is alarmed at the idea of having this facility next door. 
His understanding from the previous meeting is that having a business in that space violated 
the Master Plan. He wants to know what changed about that. He also spoke on the inadequacy 
of Gillett Road, mentioning that because of the way it slopes they dig people out several times 
in the winter. 

Bob Burgin – President of the Association for Hidden Hills and the developer. Hearing the 
presentation reminded him of the Williamsburg Recovery Center that now is Woodland Creek 
School. He does expect the use to change over time if granted. The investment proposed 
creates more of a resort type situation. That level of investment and development creates 
something where the use can change. The natural aspect implies people outdoors walking the 
property. What level of safety is provided? He thinks he heard that the Road Commission had 
not already been approached, which surprised him since that was one of the first calls made for 
Hidden Hills – they had to pave the road leading up to Hidden Hills. Learning that this is not 
included in the master plan is a real concern. 

Adam DeVaney – asked for clarification from the acting Zoning Administrator about there being 
a testing facility included. Backers responded that he had raised the question with Dr. Riegel 
because it seemed logical to have a testing facility in a detox facility. DeVaney calculated that 
with nearly 30 employees, the facility patients, users of the onsite testing facility, plus the 
heavy vehicles that would bring provisions to the facility, the daily traffic on Gillett Road would 
be tripled or quadrupled. Multiplying the traffic on a road that is in complete disrepair is a big 
ask of the community. He agrees that the community needs the facility, but he believes this is a 
bizarre location for it. Furthermore, he suspected that the land cost in our county being lower 
than that of Grand Traverse County is a factor in the location selection. Lastly, he offered his 
opinion as someone who owns and operates a recovery facility in the Village of Kalkaska that 
the patient population in this region is 75% Medicaid and that if Dr. Riegel is not going to accept 
Medicaid this facility will not really serve the community in the way it is presented. 

Ron Pohl – commented that somebody had raised the issue of whether the purpose could be 
changed some years down the road. He said he didn’t know whether that was possible, but if it 
was, that would be another concern. 

7:46 p.m. Chair Von See closed the public input portion. 

Rebuttal:  

Dr. Andrew Riegel – All of the concerns can be addressed. There are ways we can work this out. 
There are too many good things about this for us not to. This will save lives, provide jobs, 
provide taxes, and save unbroken families. We can work together on the road. What I actually 
said about Medicaid is that we want to serve as many people as possible and we want to 
maintain financial viability, so any way that we can do that is our plan. We want to serve as 
many people as possible. 

7:48 p.m. Chair Von See closed the public hearing and opened the Commission deliberations. 
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Deliberations  

Trustee Keyes commented that he had been unable to find a description of an adult care facility 
that included anything about rehabilitation. 

Findings of fact: The subject property is 160 acres in the Agricultural District. It is bounded on 
the north by Schneider Road and on the east by Gillett Road. Neither road is in good repair. 
Gillett Road is anticipated as the primary access to the property. It is currently inadequate to 
the task. 

A.  GENERAL STANDARDS 

The Planning Commission shall review the particular circumstances of the Special Use 
request under consideration in terms of the following standards, and shall recommend a 
Special Use only upon a finding of compliance with each of the following standards, as well 
as applicable standards established elsewhere in this Ordinance: 

1. The Special Use shall be designed, constructed, operated and maintained in a 
manner that shall not change the essential character of the surrounding area. 

Discussion: Trustee Keyes and Commissioner Leffew considered that the building of the 
road on the property would effect a change on the surrounding area. The question also 
arose as to whether addiction qualifies as a disability or handicap. The commissioners 
differ on this point. Commissioners Casassa noted that putting a large house on the 
property could make as much change as the facility. Commissioner Fields found that the 
facility would be virtually invisible to the neighbors and having the road built on the 
property wouldn’t alter the nature of the neighborhood. Commissioner Von See noted 
that there is a subdivision already there and there are uses by right that would 
represent greater changes than this proposed facility. 

 Keyes – standard not met 
Leffew – standard not met 
Casassa – standard is met 
Fields – standard is met 
Von See – standard is met 
The commission finds that this standard is met. 

2. The Special Use shall not interfere with the general enjoyment of adjacent property. 

Discussion: Trustee Keyes and Commissioner Leffew noted that the size of the subject 
property makes it unlikely to interfere with the adjacent properties. Commissioners 
Casassa and Fields concur, with possible condition of fencing to add safety. 
Commissioner Von See also concurs that the project will not interfere with the 
enjoyment of adjacent property. 

 Keyes – standard is met 
Leffew – standard is met 
Casassa – standard is met 
Fields – standard is met – consider condition of fencing 
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Von See – standard is met 
The commission finds that this standard is met. 

3. The Special Use shall represent an improvement to the property under 
consideration. 

Discussion: Given the general definition of improvement as development, the 
commissioners agree that this would represent an improvement.  

 Keyes – standard is met 
Leffew – standard is met 
Casassa – standard is met 
Fields – standard is met 
Von See – standard is met 
The commission finds that this standard is met. 

4. The Special Use shall not be hazardous to adjacent property, or involve uses, 
activities, materials or equipment which will be detrimental to the health, safety or 
welfare of persons or property through the excessive production of traffic, noise, 
smoke, odor, fumes or glare. 

Discussion: Keyes acknowledges there will be more traffic and possibly noise. Leffew 
also finds there may be excessive traffic. Casassa does not agree that the increase in 
traffic will be hazardous to the health, safety or welfare. Fields said that if there were a 
good paved road we probably wouldn’t be very concerned about the traffic, so fixing the 
road has to be a condition for this standard to be met. Von See echoed the idea that the 
standard is met on the condition of the road being brought up to adequacy.  

Keyes – standard is not met 
Leffew – standard is not met 
Casassa – standard is met 
Fields – standard is met – on condition the road be made adequate 
Von See – standard is met – on condition the road be made adequate 
The commission finds that this standard is met, with a condition. 

5. The Special Use shall be adequately served by essential public facilities and services, 
or it shall be demonstrated that the person responsible for the proposed Special 
Use shall be able to continually provide adequately for the services and facilities 
deemed essential to the Special Use under consideration, such as whether the 
proposed sewage disposal and water supply will be safe and adequate. 

Discussion: Keyes said that with proper road so that emergency vehicles would have 
access the standard is met. Leffew, Casassa, Fields, and Von See concurred.  

Keyes – standard is met – on condition the road be made adequate 
Leffew – standard is met – on condition the road be made adequate 
Casassa – standard is met – on condition the road be made adequate 
Fields – standard is met – on condition the road be made adequate 
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Von See – standard is met – on condition the road be made adequate 
The commission finds that this standard is met, with a condition. 

6. The Special Use shall not place demands on public services and facilities in excess of 
current capacity. 

Discussion: Keyes thinks it will exceed the fire department capacity. Leffew 
acknowledges that it will increase demand but not in excess of current capacity. Casassa 
states that with the road made adequate the demand will not exceed our current 
capacity. Fields and Von See concurred. 

Keyes – standard is not met 
Leffew - standard is met 
Casassa – standard is met 
Fields – standard is met 
Von See – standard is met 
The commission finds that this standard is met. 

7. The Special Use shall be consistent with the intent and purpose of this Ordinance. 

Discussion: Fields read the purpose of the Ordinance. Keyes would still like to have the 
legal definition of Adult Care Facility. He does find the project to be consistent with the 
purposes of the Ordinance. Leffew, Casassa, Fields, and Von See concur. 

Keyes - standard is met 
Leffew - standard is met 
Casassa - standard is met 
Fields - standard is met 
Von See - standard is met 
The commission finds that this standard is met. 

8. Side and/or rear boundaries abutting a residence or residential property shall be 
provided with screening from adjacent premises, which screening shall consist of 
either a solid uniformly finished and maintained wall or fence of durable material or 
by a well-maintained dense evergreen planting, which screening shall not be less 
than six (6) feet in height. 

Discussion: Keyes natural screening is already there. Leffew said that as long as where 
the natural barrier isn’t sufficiently dense it will be filled in. Casassa also says there has 
to be sufficient screening, we’ve already heard from a couple that they can see things. 

Keyes- standard is met 
Leffew – standard is met – with assurance that the screening is complete  
Casassa – standard is met – with assurance that the screening is complete 
Fields – standard is met 
Von See – standard is met 
The commission finds that this standard is met. 

MOTION  by Keyes, second by Leffew, that all the standards have been met with the following 

conditions: Gillett Road must be brought up to adequacy; the natural forestry screening of the 
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property must be filled in where necessary; a site plan drawn to scale must be presented for 
review. Motion carried. 

9:25 p.m. Chair Von See closed the deliberations. 

[Note: Some of the interruptions that occurred during our deliberations are reported here 
because of their significance. 

A question came from the public: Why are we holding a public hearing on a Special Use 
Permit application for a use, Adult Care Facility, which is a use by right in the Agricultural 
District? 

Supervisor Backers explained that as he looked at “Adult Care facility” the words “as required 
by the State” stuck out in his mind. The reason he asked Dr. Riegel to apply for a Special Use 
Permit was in the interest of transparency, to bring the project to the public. No land use 
permit will be issued until all the requirements are met. He wanted this to happen as part of 
the process. 

Also during the deliberations, Bob Burgin noted that a proposed site plan drawn to scale is a 
required document to be submitted with a Special Use Permit application. No such site plan 
was submitted, therefore the application is incomplete and no action can be taken on it.] 

Closing Public Comment: 

Russ La Rowe – there will be many conditions to be met as his consultants will tell him. When 
you have the site plan, I hope there are many minds in the room to think about the things that 
haven’t yet been discussed, such as dark sky lighting. I can think of lots worse projects for that 
location; I’m not totally opposed to this one. It’s a complex project for property that’s tough to 
access. 

Bob Burgin – without all the information you would get from the site plan it’s hard to be secure 
in any decision. To me it’s a red flag that they didn’t take the risk of paying for a site plan to be 
drawn up. 

Adam DeVaney – asked for clarification that this hearing was to find facts on a Special Use 
Permit application. He then noted the documents required to be submitted with that 
application per Article 24, and agreed with Bob Burgin that the documentary requirements 
were not met. 

Bill Stroh – recommended that the members of the Commission go out and see the property. 
There’s a DNR creek just below that hill. It’s a wetland. That whole side of the hill is springs. If 
you put a sewer system at the top of the hill it will come out at the lake. Don’t spend your 
money, I wouldn’t. 

Andrew Bowman – said he thought we were expressing our personal feelings rather than facts. 
He commented that soil erosion would be a big problem.  

William Tessman – agrees that we need to see the property. There are wetlands and steep hills 
that it will be difficult to put a road into. The cost will exceed what is anticipated.  
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Bob Burgin – made a comment with regard to the water. During development of Hidden Hills 
they put a gas line across the property. They dug a deep ditch and overnight it filled up with 
water. There is so much water in those hills that sewage does become an issue. 

Andrew Bowman – mentioned the easements for the pipeline and power line that run through 
that property. 

Andrew Riegel – said that obviously there are hurdles but we can tackle each one of these 
issues and work together on; the public benefit of this project is immense and he think it’s too 
big to be ignored.  

Russ LaRowe – asked if the special use is granted can he just sell to someone else who can then 
put in something else under this special use? The answer is NO. 

Tom Backers – These folks are advisory to the Township Board. The Board will take this up at its 
September meeting. We will have concerns about the site plan will be required. A site visit will 
be recommended. But this is a recommendation from the Planning Committee to the Township 
Board. Once we get a detailed site plan the Township Board can also call a public hearing and 
we can look at the site plan and put it on display and if it’s not sufficient turn it down and refuse 
to issue a land use permit. A recommendation from the Planning Commission does not 
constitute approval. That’s an important detail. 

Adjournment: 

MOTION  by Fields, second by Von See, to adjourn.  Adjournment at 9:29 p.m. 

Next Meeting:  September 13, 2021 

 

Respectfully submitted, 

 

 

Tina Norris Fields 

Secretary 

 


