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STAFF REPORT 

Item/Requested Action:   
A request for a Special Use Permit for a Level 3 Solar Energy System - Photovoltaic (SES-PV) 
per Sections 9.3.27 and 10.3.16  of the Zoning Ordinance 

 

Prepared by: 
Michael Turisk 

Date:  
May 27, 2020 

Expected Meeting Date:  
June 3, 2020 

 
 
 
GENERAL INFORMATION   
 
Property Owners (per Exhibit A-1; List of Parcels):  
Tromble Bay Farms II, LLC 
Tromble Bay Farms III, LLC 
Rick and Michele Tromble 
Beethem Properties 
David and Michele Wolf  
Lisa A. Herron  
 
Applicant:  
Orion Renewable Energy Group, LLC 
 
Contact and Phone:  
Amanda Hoffman, Project Development Manager, Orion Renewable Energy Group, LLC; 503.476.4883 
 

Property Location:   
The subject properties are located in Grant Township and generally located 13 miles southeast of the City of 
Cheboygan along N. Black River Road, south of Twin Lakes Road and bounded by Ross Road to the south 
and Page Road to the north, Chamberlin Road to the east and Trudeau Road to the west. 
 
BACKGROUND INFORMATION 
The applicant requests a Special Use Permit to construct and operate a Level 3 Solar Energy System – 
Photovoltaic (SES-PV), per Sections 9.3.27 and 10.3.16 of the Zoning Ordinance. The project site for the 
“Cheboygan Solar Project” (“Project”) is generally located 13 miles southeast of the City of Cheboygan in 
Grant Township. Broad characteristics of the Project (see Exhibit A; Cover Sheet C-001): 
 

http://www.cheboygancounty.net/planning/
DTOMLINSON
Typewritten Text
28

DTOMLINSON
Typewritten Text



   Page 2 of 10 
 

 Would encompass approximately 1,572 acres on 31 leased and private parcels zoned Agriculture 
and Forestry Management (M-AF) and Lake and Stream Protection (P-LS). (see Exhibit A; Sheet 
C-203)  

 

 Photovoltaic (PV) solar modules and supporting equipment and infrastructure would be located 
within a fenced, approximately 862-acre Project area of which approximately 227 acres would be 
covered by PV. (PV modules arrange individual PV cells and are grouped into an array.)  
 

 The Project’s arrays would be mounted on single-axis tracking systems (see Exhibit A; Sheet C-
203) that facilitate maximum solar absorption efficiency and productivity by allowing arrays to track 
the sun’s path throughout the day (unlike stationary or static arrays). PV panels would reset to the 
east in the evening or early morning to receive sunlight at sunrise. The typical maximum height of 
PV arrays would be less than 10 feet and would not exceed the maximum 20 foot standard. 
 

 The dimensions of PV arrays would vary. They would be oriented north-south given the use of 
single-axis tracking devices.  
 

 PV generates direct current (DC) electricity; therefore, electricity generated by the Project would be 
fed underground to approximately 40, 3,550 kW (kilowatt) inverters that convert DC output to 
alternating current (AC). (see Exhibit A; Sheet C-202)   
 

 Transformer-generated power would be routed to a Project point-of-interconnect (POI) substation 
or switchyard that would be accessed via Owens Road. The Project substation would include a 
larger transformer that “steps up” medium voltage to the 138 kilovolts (kV) of the adjacent 
transmission line to facilitate distribution to the grid (see Exhibit A; Sheets C-206 and C-207). 
 

 An operations and maintenance (O & M) building would be constructed between Twin Lakes Road 
and Hanson Road, at the west side of Owens Road and near to the overhead electric right-of-way 
(see Exhibit A; Sheet C-204). Typical operations and maintenance activities that would occur 
include, but would not limited to, liaison and remote monitoring; inverter operation; security and 
management; and repair and maintenance. 
 

 The Project is designed to produce up to 91 megawatts (MW) of electricity at the point of 
interconnection to the grid and for distribution to a regional power provider. (The average number 
of homes powered per MW of PV varies from state to state due to several factors, including 
average sunshine [insolation] and average household electricity consumption. However, since 
2012 the national average has ranged from 150 – 210 homes per MW). 
 

 Modules would be specifically designed with light-trapping and antireflective characteristics to 
maximize light absorption efficiency, and minimize reflection and consequent significant glare 
potential.  
 



   Page 3 of 10 
 

 The primary component of the Project is expected to be constructed in approximately nine to 14 
months, weather dependent. The Project may be built in phases if full capacity is not achieved in 
the first phase. 
 

 Landscape Details, per Exhibit A; Sheet L-101, include four Plant Modules with Modules 1 and 2 to 
be installed and maintained to serve residential screening purposes and Modules 3 and 4 intended 
for public and private road rights-of-way screening. 
 

 An emergency response plan would be prepared in coordination with local emergency service 
providers that would ensure 24/7 access and provide contact information for operations personnel. 
The emergency response plan would include lockboxes for access gates, with keys to be provided 
to emergency services personnel.  
 

 Chain link and woven wire fencing would be installed as a security measure. (See Exhibit A; Sheet 
C-205).  
 

 The Project would create approximately 200 construction jobs, and two to four full-time 
maintenance and operations jobs according to the applicant. 
 

 Exhibit A; Sheet C-201 (General Notes and Details) provides plan notes regarding code 
compliance, electrical interconnection, height restrictions, landscaping, required and applicant-
imposed setbacks and temporary staging/unloading areas. Further, details are provided for pole-
mounted lighting fixtures, access road and gravel access road section. 
 

 A Special Use application/site plan waiver is requested from the requirement that site plans be 
drawn at 1 inch = 100 feet or less.  
 

 Once commissioned and operational, the anticipated useful Project life is 30 years at a minimum. 
 

Surrounding Zoning and Land Uses:  
The zoning of the subject properties and immediate area is Agriculture and Forestry Management (M-AF) 
and Lake and Stream Protection (P-LS). Land uses are predominately agricultural with scattered “rural-
residential” home sites.  
 

Environmentally Sensitive Areas (steep slopes, wetlands, woodlands, stream corridor, 
floodplain): 
No identified environmentally sensitive areas of significance, such as Critical Habitat, occur within or 
near to the nearly 1,600-acre project site. Although the leased area encompasses almost 1,600 acres, 
solar modules (groups of photovoltaic cells), and supporting infrastructure would be within a fenced area 
of approximately 862 acres. The application indicates that effort would be made to minimize or avoid 
impacting wetlands and vegetation during clearing, grubbing, grading and construction within Lake and 
Stream Protection zoning.  The applicant indicates that all requisite Federal and State permits would be 
obtained in order to comply with applicable environmental regulations.  
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Although not required by the Zoning Ordinance, the Project proposes native lawn and plant seed mixes 
and various “pollinator friendly” plantings that would enhance wildlife habitat and attract various 
pollinators. (See Exhibit H; Vegetative Management Plan) 

 

Historic Buildings/Features: 
There are no known historic buildings or features on the subject properties.   
 

Traffic Implications: 
There will be a temporary, but likely noticeable influx of traffic movements during site preparation and 
construction. However, due to minimal maintenance requirements, this project is expected to generate 
negligible traffic impacts at the commissioning and operation phase. Traffic control would be used as 
needed to ensure that people are aware of the presence of crossing or slow-moving construction vehicles. 
A recommended condition of approval would require the repair of any damage to existing roadways caused 
by construction vehicles following construction, or during construction as necessary, to maintain safe 
driving conditions. 

Access and street design:  (secondary access, pedestrian access, sidewalks, residential 
buffer, ROW width, access to adjacent properties): 
Construction, operations and maintenance personnel would primarily use Twin Lakes Road, Hanson Road 
and Owens Road (collectors) to arrive and depart via the Project’s proposed 21 access points (see 
Overall Map C-002): 

 One access point along Page Road; 
 Two access points along the east side of Trudeau Road; 
 Two access points along Hanson Road;  
 Two access points along Ross Road; 
 Four access points along North Black River Road; 
 Five access points along Twin Lakes Road; and 
 Five access points along Owen Road. 

Sheet C-201 provides detail regarding the proposed design and dimensional characteristics of access 
driveways and unimproved internal roads. The Project would be required to comply with all applicable 
minimum design standards for non-residential driveways and approaches.  

Signs: 
The Project will position construction-related signs so as not to interfere with driver visibility and vehicle 
safety, including positioning signs at least 25 feet from road intersections. 
 

Setbacks: 
Per Section 17.30.6.C., the minimum setbacks for Level 3 Solar Energy Systems – SES PV are as follows: 
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All Level 3 SES-PV Systems along with their supporting structures, inverters and supporting buildings and 
equipment (excluding fencing, vegetative screening, berms, roads, underground cables and generator 
system step-up transformer facilities) shall comply with: 
 

a) 100 feet from any dwelling. This setback may be waived or reduced if requested by the 
owner of the dwelling to be screened. 

 
The Project would by compliant with this setback standard as depicted by 100 feet radii surrounding 
existing residences in proximity to the Project. 
 

b) 50 feet from any Level 3 SES-PV Facility perimeter not abutting a private or public road 
unless requested to be waived by the property owner of the parcel to be screened. 
 

The Project would comply with this  setback standard as depicted by the 50 foot setback line as depicted by 
the single dash line surrounding existing residences in proximity to the Project and shown In Exhibit A; 
(Sheets C-002; C-101 and C-102). 
 

c) 50 feet from any public or private road right of way. 
 

The Project would comply with this setback standard by the 50 foot setback line as depicted by the two 
dash line shown along the 66 foot road rights-of-way in Exhibit A (Sheets C-002, C-101 and C-102). 

 
d) 500 feet from any major body of water as listed in section 10.1.2. 
 

Not applicable 
 

e) 40 feet from any perennial stream, other than those listed in Section 10.1.2, shown as part of 
the P-LS zoning district. However, underground cables may be allowed if permitted by the 
Michigan Department of Environmental Quality (MDEQ) and the Army Corps of Engineers. 
 

The Project would comply with this setback standard as depicted by the delineated wetlands and 
streams/50-feet buffer shown in Exhibit A (Sheets C-002, C-101 and C-102). 
 
ii. The generator system step-up transformer facility and any electrical storage facility shall meet 
the following setbacks: 
 

a) 500 feet from any dwelling. 
 

The Project would comply with this setback standard as depicted by the Proposed Substation Footprint 
shown in Exhibit A (Sheets C-002, C-101 and C-102). 

b) 250 feet from any public or private road abutting the Level 3 SES-PV Facility perimeter 
of or bisecting the project. 
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The Project would comply with this setback standard as shown in Exhibit A (Sheets C-002, C-101 and C-
102). 

c) 500 feet from the ordinary high water mark of any body of water listed in Section 10.1.2. 
 

Not applicable 
 
iii. All tree plantings utilized for screening shall have setbacks of seven (7) feet from any property 
line, public or private road right(s)-of-way, utility or driveway easement(s) or the Level 3 SES-PV 
Facility perimeter. The seven (7) foot setback shall be measured at the time of planting from the 
center of the trunks of the trees used for screening. 

 
The Project would comply with this setback standard as shown in Exhibit A (Sheets C-002, C-101 and C-
102). 

iv. Fencing shall be no closer than one (1) foot from any property line, public road right(s)-of-way, 
utility or driveway easement(s) or the established Level 3 SES-PV Facility perimeter. Fencing is 
considered a security measure and cannot be considered as adequate screening for a Level 3 SES-
PV System. 
 

Note that Exhibit A; Sheet C-201 indicates two distinct applicant-imposed setbacks, including 50 feet from 
any delineated wetland or stream, and 250 feet from existing dwellings (100 feet is the minimum standard). 
 
Noise: 
Photovoltaic (PV) arrays do not generate sound alone; however, supporting hardware, such as tracking 
motors, integrated inverters (via cooling fans, for example), and medium- and high-voltage transformers, do 
so. (Given that PV arrays alone do not generate electricity in the absence of sunlight, minimal noise 
impacts would be experienced during nighttime hours and overcast conditions).  

Sound propagation modeling was performed (see Exhibit D; Sound Simulations) to determine Project 
compliance with the maximum allowable 60 dBA (A-weighted decibels) standard, per Section 17.30.6.C. 
Results indicate that maximum sound from a given property line would be 49 dBA, near to the proposed 
Project substation at the west side of Owens Road (south of its intersection with Twin Lakes road). The 
nearest residence would be approximately 260 feet from any tracking motor, with 45 dBA documented as 
the maximum. The nearest residence would be approximately 670 feet from any inverter and approximately 
850 feet from the high-voltage transformer. (See Exhibit D [Sound Simulations]; Figure 4: A Scale of Sound 
Pressure Levels for Typical Sound Sources). This is a useful reference in that it offers examples of 
common sounds and their respective decibels.  

Fence/Hedge/Buffer/Screening: 
Landscaping and screening are required project elements for Level 3 Solar Energy Systems - Photovoltaic 
(SES-PV), per Section 17.30.6.C. As noted in Exhibit A (Sheet L-101; Landscape Details), the applicant 
proposes four distinct Plant Modules that would be sited according to current conditions and anticipated 
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build-out conditions to serve as screening the Project from public rights-of-way and residential uses, in 
particular, as well as to maintain and enhance landscape aesthetics and wildlife habitat. Existing vegetation 
would be maintained and integrated where appropriate with landscaping/Plant Modules. 
 

Photo simulations have been provided to depict the appearance of the Project from eight locations or 
simulation points around the Project site, and at different stages of woody vegetation growth. Photo 
simulations include required setbacks and three simulations include landscaping at the time of 
planting and at the 10-year mark. (See Exhibit E): 
 
ViewPoint 1 - Twin Lakes Road just east of North Black River Road looking southeast 
ViewPoint 2 - Hanson Road just west of Chamberlain Road looking south 
ViewPoint 3 - Intersection of Hanson Road and Owens Road looking northeast 
ViewPoint 4 - Ross Road just east of Owens Road looking north 
ViewPoint 5 - Twin Lakes Road just west of Chamberlain looking northwest 
ViewPoint 6 - Twin Lakes Road between North Black River Road and Owens Road looking southeast 
ViewPoint 7 - Twin Lakes Road just east of North Black River Road looking northeast 
ViewPoint 8 - North Black River Road, north of Twin Lakes Road looking northwest 
 

Parking: 
Three temporary staging areas to allow for unloading equipment, materials and provide construction-related 
and employee vehicle parking would be located just west of North Black River Road, at the north side of 
Twin Lakes Road (east of its intersection with Trudeau Road), and at the east side of Trudeau Road (near 
to the western terminus of the Project Area). These staging areas would be restored after construction is 
completed. 

There are no parking requirements for this use. However, the Zoning Ordinance requires one space per 
two employees. Two to four full-time operational maintenance and security personnel are expected at the 
time of commission and operation; therefore, a minimum of two parking spaces would be required.  

Lighting: 
The Applicant has indicated that the Project would be in full compliance with the applicable standards as 
set forth in Sections 3.7 and 20.10 of the Zoning Ordinance. Exhibit A shows the locations of all lighting 
within the proposed facility and Sheet C-201 (General Notes and Details) indicated that pole-mounted 
fixtures would be 18 feet in height from grade. During operations, lighting would not be needed under 
typical nighttime periods. It would be only during occasional unscheduled maintenance situations will 
motion- and/or manually-activated illumination be needed. Since maintenance activities are not typically 
carried out during the evening hours, lights will only be turned on as needed. Localized security lighting 
may also be employed during construction and operations. Perimeter and safety lights will be installed and 
used only on an as-needed basis for emergencies or security. Manually or motion activated lighting would 
be provided at points of site ingress and egress, any operations and maintenance, and the Project 
substation.  
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The on-site Project substation will include lighting to allow for safety inspections or maintenance that may 
be required during nighttime hours. Lighting would also be provided adjacent to the operations and 
maintenance building and mounted at the site entrance gates to allow for safe entry and exit. All lighting will 
be shielded and  downward-directional to minimize light trespass.  
 
Stormwater management: 
Relatively flat sites are ideal for Level 3 Solar Energy Systems/utility-scale solar energy development. The 
topography within the Project site is generally consistent, ranging from approximately 185 feet to 200 feet 
above mean sea level.  
 

The greatest elevations occur at the northwestern to the southeast corners of the Project area. Lower 
elevations occur at the southwestern Project area where the land slopes gently downward toward the Black 
River. The Preliminary Vegetative Management Plan (Exhibit H) presents an overview of methods or best 
management practices for stormwater management, through minimizing erosion and sedimentation loads 
into nearby waterways and improving soil conditions. The primary objectives of the Vegetative 
Management Plan are to preserve and enhance aesthetic value of the project site and preserve and restore 
natural habitats that would be resistant to invasive species, particularly herbaceous plants. The Plan also 
articulates the site enhancements that intend to create habitats to attract various pollinators (e.g., bees; 
butterflies) and how vegetative corridors would be maintained along on-site streams to the greatest extent 
practicable. Ultimately, a final, detailed vegetation management plan would be developed based on the 
preliminary plan to help to guide the implementation of vegetation management efforts during construction, 
operations and maintenance. The Vegetative Management Plan would also acknowledge the requirement 
to comply with the Department of Environment, Great Lakes and Energy (EGLE) Soil Erosion and 
Sedimentation Control Program, Part 91. To minimize negative hydrological impacts, a proposed condition 
of approval speaks to restoring  development-impacted on-site watercourses to pre-development conditions 
following construction, except for drainage features specifically designed to mitigate drainage impacts. 
 

Long-term maintenance protocols to manage cover would include mowing to preclude woody plant and 
noxious weed encroachment, with controls using mechanical and herbicidal methods. The project site 
would be evaluated annually for replanting/reseeding in order to maintain adequate and viable ground 
cover throughout the Project’s life cycle. 
 
Future Land Use Map/Master Plan: 
The project site/subject properties are within designated Forest/Agriculture on the Cheboygan County 
Future Land Use Map.  A land use goal identified in the County’s Master Plan (“Plan”) is to “provide 
opportunities for safe and efficient use and transport of energy sources.” Relevant strategies identified in 
the Plan for meeting said goal include “allow for appropriate use and transport of all forms of energy” and 
“ensure opportunities for development of renewable energy that maximizes sustainable use of natural 
resources and retains energy dollars in the local economy.”  
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Public Comment: 
Prior to application submittal, the applicant hosted an open house at the Cheboygan Public Library on 
February 10, 2020. In response to feedback received. The site plans presented at the open house were 
amended to show the removal of a row of PV at the south side of the Project along Ross Road in order to 
provide additional buffer for nearby residents.  
 

The Planning and Zoning Department mailed Notices of Hearing on March 3, 2020 and May 19, 2020 to 
surrounding property owners within 300 feet of the subject properties. As of May 28, 2020, two (2) written 
responses from property owners in the vicinity of the site have been received, including an email/ letter with 
a list of project-related questions submitted, with the second letter including an analysis of the proposed 
project. In addition, an email/ letter of support was received by the President of the Cheboygan Economic 
Development Group. They are provided as Exhibit Nos. 23, 25 and 26 (as indicated in the Exhibits list). 

 
Review or permits from other government agencies: 
The applications, site plans and supporting documents were provided to the Grant Township Supervisor, 
County Road Commission, District Health Department No. 4, Michigan Department of Transportation 
(MDOT), Alverno Fire Department, the County Administrator, the County Building Official and legal 
counsel. As of this report, staff has received comments from the County Road Commission (attached as 
Exhibit No. 20) regarding the need for driveway permits for all access points and review of the vegetative 
screening/Vegetative Management Plan prior to commencing work. In addition, the District Health 
Department No. 4 (Exhibit No. 21) indicated that a commercial on-site sewage disposal permit for the 
operations and maintenance building is required. 
 
Recommendations (proposed draft conditions of approval): 
1. The applicant shall comply with requirements for Level 3 Solar Energy Systems – SES-PV, per Section 

17.20 of the Zoning Ordinance, as applicable. 
 

1. Prior to issuance of any County Department of Building Safety building permits, the Project shall be in 
compliance with the Department of Environment, Great Lakes and Energy’s (EGLE) Soil Erosion and 
Sedimentation Control Program, Part 91, as applicable. 
 

2. Prior to construction or commencing with construction preparation activities including, but not limited to, 
land clearing, grubbing and/or grading, the applicant shall obtain County Department of Building Safety 
permits, as applicable.  
 

3. Prior to construction, the applicant shall obtain all County Road Commission permits, as applicable, 
and submit written confirmation of compliance with County Road Commission requirements with regard 
to fencing and screening installations. 
 

4. The applicant shall repair any damage to existing roadways caused by construction vehicles following 
construction, or during construction as necessary, to maintain safe driving conditions. 
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5. To minimize negative hydrological impacts, the applicant shall restore development-impacted on-site 
watercourses to pre-development conditions following construction (except for drainage features 
specifically designed to mitigate drainage impacts). 
 

6. The Project shall comply with District Health Department No. 4 requirements, as applicable. 
 

7. Herbaceous and woody vegetation installed and utilized as ground cover and screening purposes shall 
be maintained for the duration of the useful life of the Project. In addition, dead, dying and diseased 
herbaceous and woody vegetation shall be replaced as needed for the duration of the useful life of the 
Project. 

 

8. Prior to beginning construction or commencing with site preparation activities, including, but not limited 
to, land clearing, grubbing and/or grading, a performance guarantee shall be furnished to the County by 
the owner of the Level 3 Solar Energy System – SES-PV in the form of a cash deposit, certified check, 
irrevocable letter of credit or surety bond acceptable to the County in an amount equal to the estimated 
costs associated with removal of the Level 3 Solar Energy System – SES-PV, including all solar 
panels, supporting structures, inverters, transformers and all associated equipment in accordance with 
the decommissioning and restoration plan in Section 17.30.3.3.M. The performance guarantee shall be 
approved by the County prior to beginning construction or commencing with site preparation activities, 
including, but not limited to, land clearing, grubbing and/or grading. 

 

9. The applicant shall provide the Planning and Zoning Department the Acceptance of Conditions form to 
be attached to the special land use approval letter within thirty (30) calendar days from the date of the 
approval letter. This form shall be signed by the owner(s) of the Level 3 Solar Energy System - 
Photovoltaic (SES-PV). The applicable building permit application(s) shall include a site plan in 
conformance with this special land use that meets all applicable site development standards (such as 
minimum required setbacks from property boundaries) and appropriate building permit fees, as 
applicable. Permits must be issued within twelve (12) months from the date of the special land use 
approval letter (unless a special use extension request is approved by the Planning Commission, 
pursuant to Section 18.12.a., as amended), otherwise the special land use may be deemed void upon 
thirty (30) days written notification to the applicant. 

 

10. Any changes to the approved special use shall be subject to review by the Planning and Zoning 
Department and may require an application for special use amendment and approval by the Planning 
Commission. 

 

11. It is the applicant's responsibility to obtain any additional permits or meet additional conditions, if any, 
that may be applicable to the proposed land use pursuant to other federal, state, or local laws or 
regulations. 

 

 




