
 

Memorandum 
 

To: Planning Commission Members 

From: Elizabeth J Corwin, PE, AIPC; Planning Director 

Date: February 19, 2026 

Re: URSA 26-01 
Applicant: James A. Lee, IV 
2115 White Lake Road 
PIN  11-02-426-002  

 
The application before you today is for a Special Land Use Permit for Barn 45.  Barn 45 occupies a 
13.4 acre parcel on White Lake Road, in an area zoned ARR, Agriculture and Rural Residential.  The 
first building constructed on the site was an 1824 square foot single-family home with a very open 
floor plan.  Soon after, the property owners added a 1200 square foot pole barn and 1200 square foot 
pavilion, all with homeowner issued residential permits.  
 
The property owner describes in his narrative how this property evolved from a personal retreat to a 
church that draws substantial activity that is atypical of a single-family residence, although not all the 
activity would be considered incompatible with single-family neighborhoods. What drew Township 
attention, and ultimately enforcement action, was the addition of a few sheds without permits, a sign 
without permit and a parking lot at the north property line complete with pole mounted lighting, all 
without permits. The Township also received reports of light trespass from neighbors and complaints 
of sound nuisance. 
 
The Zoning Administrator opened a dialogue with the property owner, and brought all the necessary 
Township staff together to assess the steps necessary to bring this site into compliance.  Obviously, 
the easier path would be to discontinue the public gatherings, remove the improperly constructed 
parking lot and lighting and either remove or get permits for the sheds.  The property owner prefers 
to continue the use of the site as a church, which is considered a “small scale institutional use” under 
the Zoning Ordinance.  This use is permissible with special approval in the ARR, Agricultural and 
Residential Zoning District.   
 
The property owner is cooperating with the Building Department, Fire Marshal and Planning 
Department staff to provide access to the site and correct obvious deficiencies.  He has obtained 
permits for the sheds that function on the site as a gift shop and as a chapel.  There may be some 
improvements that would be required, particularly in the electrical code, if the use is approved for a 
church that would not be necessary for a single-family residence. 
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The property owner also acquired a survey of the site and documented the grading and drainage 
work that he conducted to address drainage concerns.  This was done without engineering oversight 
but appears to be functioning adequately up to now. 
 
In your review of this land use, you must consider the factors published under Section 6.03.J.  In the 
following analysis, I have outlined some of the factors you should consider in evaluating whether the 
proposal could meet the required standards of approval: 
 
J. Standards for special land use. The Township Board shall approve the proposed special land use if it is determined 

to be in compliance with the standards and requirements of this Ordinance and the Standards for Site Plan Approval 
listed in Section 5.04.  

1. All special land uses shall be designed, located, planned and operated so that the public health, safety and 
welfare will be protected.  

 The issue here is that the site has not actually been planned with the review of the Planning Commission.  
Obvious issues include the proximity of the parking lot to the neighboring property to the north, and whether 
the residential driveway can safely accommodate the traffic volumes that have been witnessed at peak times 
as reported by neighbors.  We have consulted with the Oakland County Health Division (OCHD) about whether 
the well and septic would be suitable for such use—they have noted that there are operational considerations, 
such as whether portable toilets are brought in for peak events, and what the sustained service population 
might be.  The septic system and well are sized and designed for a single-family home. 

 

2. All special land uses shall be compatible and harmonious with the surrounding land uses taking into 
consideration the size, location and character of the proposed special land use within the context of 
surrounding land uses and the Master Plan. Furthermore, the proposed special land use shall not cause 
substantial injury to the value of other property in the area in which it is located.  

 Much of the activity on the site is small scale gatherings, facilitation of online study groups, and work in the 
community garden.  There has been no suggestion that these activities are not compatible or harmonious with 
the neighborhood.  What seems to be of concern is the outdoor activity at the pavilion.  As you know, the other 
churches in Highland Township conduct most activity indoors. It is difficult to manage the impacts of amplified 
sound.  The annual Worship and Baptism Night reportedly draws people from well beyond the immediate area, 
which clearly involves a stage and amplified music.  These outdoor activities should be discussed with the 
applicant and may represent “special events” that would need additional permissions and limitations  and 
would not have a blanket approval in the Special Use Permit. 

 

3. The proposed special land use shall be in general agreement with the Master Plan designation for the area 
where the use is proposed.  

 This use is permissible under the zoning ordinance with special approval and is compatible with the goals of 
preserving open space. 

 

4. All special land uses shall provide facilities for safe and convenient vehicular and pedestrian traffic, including 
but not limited to: turning movements, traffic flow, proximity and relationship to intersections, adequacy of 
sight distances, location and access of off-street parking, and provisions for pedestrian traffic.  

 As noted, the driveway for this site is residential by nature, and designed to facilitate household traffic.  It 
appears to be wider than the typical driveway, but there are no acceleration/deceleration lanes as would be 
required of a commercial driveway, which would be required to be 26 foot wide with proper radii.  Within the 
site, there is a winding driveway, which while not wide enough for two-way traffic, does have flat lawn areas 
at the edges, providing space for vehicles to pull off so another could pass safely by. 
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The Planning Commission may require improvements such as redesign of the entrance with RCOC input and 
permissions and relocation or modification of the parking lot. 

5. All special land uses shall be designed, constructed and operated in a manner that prevents detrimental 
impacts to surrounding properties such as noise, dust, fumes, smoke, air, water, odor, light and/or vibration, 
etc. The special land use shall be designed, constructed and operated in a manner that does not detract from 
area aesthetics.  

 As discussed in the above factors, the Planning Commission should discuss noise and lighting in particular and 
possible screening or increased buffers to the neighboring properties. 

 

6. The proposed special land use shall not unreasonably burden the capacity of public services and/or facilities.  

 Barn 45 does not currently burden the capacity of public services and/or facilities.  The fire marshal is working 
with the applicant to ensure that the site and its access does not create concerns for emergency response 
teams.  The site is served by private water supply and sewage disposal. 

 

7. The proposed special land use shall comply with any specific standards set forth in Article 10, Supplemental 
Use Regulations, that are applicable to the use.  

Sec. 10.17. – Institutional Uses. sets for a number of requirements for churches that are not currently satisfied 
by this operation. If one were to bring forward a proposal for a new site they would be required to submit a 
traffic management plan, comply with screening requirements, and limit activities to within fully enclosed 
buildings except where otherwise permitted by the Planning Commission.  Loudspeakers and amplified sounds 
are not permitted outdoors.  No structures may be leased or rented for commercial purposes.  Each of these 
provisions should be discussed with the applicant in detail as part of your review of the land use.   

In summary, there are a number of issues to be discussed with the applicant after you have had an 
opportunity to hear what other concerns the neighboring property owners might share.  There has 
been a show of support for Barn 45 as evidenced by the correspondence in your packet.  Any 
recommendation for a Special Use Permit will likely include a number of conditions and restrictions.  
But I anticipate reasonable use may be accommodated at this site with the proper guard rails 
established. 
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