
 

 

            Approved 2/3/2021 

Rutland Charter Township Planning Commission ZOOM Meeting 

Wednesday January 6, 2021 at 7pm 

 

Members Present: 
Stacey Graham, Brenda Bellmore, Larry Haywood, Dan King, Jim Blake 
 

Others Present: 
Les Raymond, Robin Hawthorne, Larry Watson, Craig Rolfe, Kevin Prins, Gene Hall, Brad Kotrba, Robbin and John 
Nichols, Robert Mckay, Ken DeKamp, Eric Warner, Larry and Jennifer Hayes, Stacy VanDam, Heather and Brad Cole, 
Becca and Jeff Bosworth, Celeste Dykhouse, Steve Pachulski, Candace and Rod Price, Ken Holzhei, Ted DeVries, John 
Smith, Carla Neil, Lisa Dornbush, Nickie Haight 
 

Approval of Agenda: 
Haywood adds Sheryl Lewis Blake and Craig Rolfe to the agenda. Motion by Graham to approve the meeting agenda 
for January 6, 2020 with two additions, second by Bellmore. All ayes, motion passes. 
 

Meeting Minutes: 
Motion by Blake to accept the December 2, 2020 Meeting Minutes, second by King. Roll Call Vote: Graham - Yes, 
Bellmore - Yes, Haywood - Yes, King - Yes, Blake - Yes. Motion passes.  
 

General Public Comment:  
Sheryl Lewis Blake (a Rutland Charter Township resident) would like to be added to the Planning Commission’s 
February meeting to speak about Blue Zones Initiative. Lewis Blake explains that The Blue Zone is rolling out two new 
programs (Built Environment and a Food Hall). She will send information to the PC before the February meeting. 
 

Guests:  
Steve Pachulski (a Rutland Charter Township resident) says he is happy the township put Blight and Wi-Fi questions 
on the Master Plan survey. He also says he believes the township should follow and enforce the existing definition in 
the ordinance. Watson comments that years ago there was a large crowd upset about adding a Blight ordinance.  
 
Rutland Charter Township Attorney, Craig Rolfe, addresses the PC about the Public Hearing that follows. He wants 
to make sure that everyone understands the process.  
Rolfe explains the history of this Special Land Use Application: Rolfe and Raymond let Prins know that he cannot get 
approval for his Rural Retreat under the existing Zoning Ordinance and advised him to apply to change the zoning 
text to add and define Rural Retreat. 
Rolfe reminds that on December 2nd, the PC voted to send the first reading of the text amendment to the Board. On 
December 9th, the Board discussed and planned to vote on the text amendment at the January 13th Board meeting. 
Rolfe says that Prins understands that any action taken by the PC tonight is contingent on the Board voting on 
January 13th, in favor of the text amendment. 
Rolfe explains that a Special Land Use Permit is not a rezoning. The property in question will still be AG/OS. He says a 
Permitted Use is allowed and does not need a special approval but a use that is not necessarily always appropriate on 
a specific property, might need a SLU permit. 
Rolfe explains that the process of the Public Meeting tonight is for the PC to discuss and make a finding on the 8 
standards listed in 220-20-3 - A - # 1-8. He explains that the applicant has the burden of proof to prove that he has 
met all 8 standards. If all 8 standards are met, the PC must approve the application. If any of the 8 standards are not 
met, the PC must deny the application. 



 

 

Rolfe says that if the application is approved, a site plan review must also be approved by the PC. The site plan will 
include more rules and regulations and will lay out how the applicant will use the site.   
Rolfe explains that the PC has already received written comments from Bob McKay, Scott Hodges, Robbin Nichols, 
John Bosworth, and Stacy VanDam. He says that any public that wrote a letter does not need to make a verbal 
comment. He says all written and verbal comments will be taken into consideration as part of the record. But he also 
explains that any comments or points made by the public should follow one or more of the 8 standards. 
Rolfe reads the proposed text amendment that will be before the RCT Board for second reading and adoption on 
January 13th.  
 

New Business:   
PUBLIC HEARING ON SPECIAL LAND USE APPLICATION: Called to order 7:26pm 
The application of Kevin Prins on behalf of Excelling Leaders for special land use approval of a “Rural Retreat” on 
the property commonly known as 3773 Yeckley Road (parcel number #13-022-06-00) 

 
Haywood asks Raymond to comment on the application in questions. 
 
Raymond explains this public hearing is for the special land use permit application for a Debriefing and Wellness 
Retreat. He explains again that any decision tonight will still be contingent on the RCT Board voting on the text 
amendment on January 13th. Raymond reads through the 8 standards of 220-20-3 - A - #1-8 and adds a few details 
related to Prins’ application. 
 
Kevin Prins addresses the PC. He says this is his 3rd meeting with the PC and he understands the decision the PC has 
to make. He explains that he made an offer on this same property 4 years ago and it did not go through. He says that 
he made an offer again in September of 2020. He says this property has wetlands, trees, vegetation, and a park like 
atmosphere with trails. He says it is not good land for farming but it would be perfect for a retreat and marriage 
counseling. They plan to add a few bedroom suites to the basement of the main home to total 8-9 bedrooms. He sent 
a memo with his points on all 8 standards that he believes he has met for this application. Rolfe asks when the memo 
was submitted and Prins says about 3:30pm today. The PC did not get a copy but Rolfe explains that it will still be 
part of the record. Prins covers his 8 standards verbally for those that have not had a chance to read the memo. Prins 
believes he has proven that his application meets all 8 standards. 
 
Robbin and John Nichols are Rutland Charter Township residents and neighbors to the property in question. Robbin 
says that insurance companies will consider this a Boarding House due to the amount of bedrooms. The Nichols are 
concerned about people at this retreat complaining about the neighbors doing things like target shooting and riding 
quads. John says the word “lodging” could mean so many things. They think the wording is so vague that they could 
use the property for so many things. Robbin says that in previous meetings, Prins has said there would be people with 
PTSD and other mental problems using this retreat. And now tonight he has said there would not be. They believe he 
is not being forthcoming about his intentions. 
 
Prins comments that they know what that neighborhood is like and they do not want to change it. He says anyone 
coming to the retreat would have gone through a process to get in. He says there will not be people with PTSD. 
 
Rolfe says that if Excelling Leaders complained to the township about unlawful activities on adjoining property, it 
would hopefully fall on deaf ears. He explains that farming and use of manure are protected by law (GAAMPS) in the 
AG/OS zones. Rolfe also shares that recreational shooting is considered customary and typical land use activity in 
AG/OS zone. 
 
Robbin Nichols says that Excelling Leaders would not be calling the township, they would be calling the police. Rolfe 
says that he understands the concern, but that the police do not enforce township ordinances. He says those issues 
are Prins’ problem, not the neighbors’.  
 



 

 

Robbin Nichols worries that the PC has already made up their minds before the taxpayers get a chance to voice their 
feelings.  Rolfe says that seems like misplaced cynicism. He says the PC always listens to the taxpayers, but that does 
not mean the PC will do what the taxpayers ask. The PC is required to vote based on the 8 standards that have been 
talked about tonight; they cannot base their findings on the feelings of the taxpayers. He says the PC takes their 
responsibility very seriously and have read and listened to all comments. Robbin Nichols says they have dismissed 
cases before without listening to the residents. Rolfe says this is not a head count type vote. The residents had their 
vote when they voted in the PC and Board members to represent them to elect the members of the Township Board, 
which then confirms the appointments of representative members of the PC. Now it is up to the PC to follow the 
ordinances and make a decision based on the facts, not on feelings. Haywood shares that the PC is not a democratic 
body. He says they do not make decisions based on their own feelings or beliefs, they must follow the law and it is 
not personal. 
 
Celeste Dykhouse is a Rutland Charter Township resident and lives near the area the retreat would be located. She 
asks Prins what his relationship is with an organization called WyWam. Prins says they are an affiliate company with 
their own Board of Directors. Dykhouse asks if WyWam would be using the property in discussion. Prins says Excelling 
Leaders is focused on missionary work. Dykhouse wants to know if that is a definite no answer about WyWam using 
the property. Prins says that is not their intent. Dykhouse has researched WyWam and says there are reports that it is 
a cult. Prins says that WyWam and Excelling Leaders are not cults, he has seen no cult type activity. He says the 
employees all attend their own churches and it is easy to look into their mission online. 
 
Dykhouse asks the PC how the township plans to recover the tax income from the property when they become a non-
profit. Rolfe says that whether or not Excelling Leaders in is non-profit or not, does not affect tonight's decision. He 
says tonight is a zoning issue not a property tax issue and they cannot make assumptions about the future.  
 
John Nichols comments that Prins is calling this a retreat but the use sounds more like lodging than a retreat. He is 
very concerned about the young girls living in the area and this retreat bringing in people that need mental health 
care. 
 
Stacy VanDam is a Rutland Charter Township resident and her property is adjacent to the property in question 
tonight. VanDam has major concerns about safety, traffic, and the influx of non-residents. She says paths on that 
property lead to paths on her property. She is concerned that the people coming to this retreat have possibly lost God 
and could be in need of mental care that Excelling Leaders employees are not qualified to give.  
 
Haywood says the PC’s duty is to the residents. He says the SLU will follow the land to the next owners. He says the 
PC needs to be careful what they decide for the future. He is hearing a lot of concerns but also sees support. He is on 
the fence. 
 
John Smith asks what is to stop Excelling Leaders from turning the retreat into any type of retreat they want. He has 
seen first-hand where a township was unable to stop a nudist colony because they started allowing retreats. John’s 
wife shares, that right now she feels safe at home alone or home alone with her daughters. She says that if this 
permit is granted, she will no longer feel safe alone at home. She feels the wording is too vague to hold up. 
 
Larry and Jennifer Hayes are Rutland Charter Township residents. They live in the first house on Yeckley off of M43. 
Jennifer has concerns about how difficult this meeting and this decision are over Zoom. Her biggest concern is the 
increase in traffic that is not a normal thing in that area. She enjoys living on a dirt road and wonders if a retreat 
coming in would increase the chance of the road being paved. Larry Hayes explains that they bought this home in the 
early 1980’s because he wanted low traffic. He says there are many bikes that use that route as well as many on 
horseback. He says the SLU permit will not address the traffic issues. He says there is a lot of negative information on 
the internet about WyWam. There are claims of sexual misconduct and many past members that claim it is a cult. He 
does not want random people in and out of the neighborhood spending a few days with no care about the area or the 
residents. He asks if there will be a limit on the amount of people that can be there. He says that Prins speaking 



 

 

about going to his own church and his own personal character has nothing to do with this. This is not personal and 
the permit would follow the land if Prins sells.  
 
Ken DeKamp shares that he supports everything Larry just said. The community around this property is very 
concerned about letting this special use happen. He thinks it should stay a single family home  
 
Haywood asks for more public comments. Seeing none, he thanks the public and closes the Public Hearing at 8:45pm. 
 
Attorney Rolfe refers the PC to the 8 standards and reads 3A. He says all oral and written comments, as well as the 
application paperwork will all be evidence in this hearing. Rolfe says he does not wish to diminish the residents’ 
feelings but the decision cannot be made based on a count of heads. The PC must make their decision based on the 
findings of the 8 standards and not on theirs or the residents’ personal feelings or concerns on the matter. He says 
the fact that the traffic could increase and the neighbors would rather keep the existing ambiance is not one of the 
standards they can base their vote on.  
 
Haywood asks the PC for discussion: 
King says he is concerned about #6. He asks Prins if patients coming to this retreat would have to pass a background 
check and sex offender check. Prins says that previous agencies would have done those searches in order for the 
people to become missionaries. King asks what if there is a behavior change in between that original check and when 
they come to this retreat. Prins says anyone with those issues would not be coming to this retreat. He does not do 
background checks.  
 
Haywood says some residents were concerned about the guests not knowing where the property ends. He asks Prins 
if there will be fencing or markings. Prins says there is some barbed wire but he has not personally walked the whole 
property to see if fencing is possible. He says he does not envision guests wandering off the property. He says the 
guests will not be mentally handicapped, they will just need some debriefing and time to assimilate back to life here. 
 
Blake asks Prins how they can be treating people with PTSD if they are not licensed counselors. Prins says the staff go 
through a training and they will not be dealing with people with PTSD, mostly families coming back to the USA. Blake 
asks Prins what the legal name on the property will be. Prins answers Excelling Leaders will be. 
 
Bellmore asks Prins what is involved in the 9 day process at the retreat. She also asks if the guests are US citizens. 
Prins says around 85% are US citizens. He says the first day they work with the guests on a timeline for their goals, 
they meet the staff and have a chance to explore the grounds. On days 2 and 3 they start working on the timeline 
chart and set goals to achieve. He says their normal schedule is grief sessions in the morning and reflecting in the 
afternoon. He says on day 4, they lay their troubles with God. Day 5 is Sabbath and rest. Day 6 - 9 they work on 
wellness and moving forward with their goals and plans. Bellmore asks if they are successful. Prins says he hopes so 
and he shares a couple of success stories. Blake asks about the part about bringing their troubles to God. He would 
like to know what church backs Excelling Leaders. Prins says there are many churches and organizations that back 
them. 
 
Blake asks how the staff is trained and Prins says they have an internal training program. Blake asks where the staff 
stays or lives during the 9 day retreats. Prins says some go home at night if they live close, some may stay in hotels, 
and some have stayed at his home.  
Graham asks if this Special Land Use permit can be approved with conditions. Rolfe says yes, the PC may add some 
conditions, but only if the 8 standards are met and the permit is approved. 
 

The recording secretary (Haight) lost her internet connection at 9:13pm.  
Haight rejoined by phone at 9:20pm and then was able to get back to the video at 9:22pm. 

Hawthorne started recording when Haight disconnected and  
the PC members paused the meeting until the recording issue was covered. 

 



 

 

Blake says he is not convinced on #6. He hears the concerns of the neighbors for the safety of their families and 
children. He sees #6 as a problem. Dan King is not comfortable with the fact that guests will not have background 
and sex offender checks done before they come to this retreat. He does not like that Prins is relying on other agencies 
to do those checks. Bellmore wonders about public health when these guests are coming back from other countries. 
They discuss that customs would be handling those issues.  
 
Rolfe advises the PC that he considers the term community in standard #6 to mean the whole township. He says if 
they are focusing on the adjacent properties, they may want to be talking about the 5th standard.  
 
Bellmore says that she thinks Prins has met the 8 standards but she still does not know how they would prevent 
future owners from doing whatever they want with that property. Haywood said the SLU permit could be revoked if 
the property owner was not following the conditions and zoning laws. 
 
Graham asks if the PC can table this matter to do more research. Rolfe says yes it can be tabled but only for certain 
reasons. He says the public meeting hearing was advertised and has happened. Graham says she may be in support 
with some conditions. Rolfe says the conditions need to be listed. 
 
Motion by Graham, second by Bellmore to approve The Application for Special Land Use Permit based on the following 
4 conditions: 

1) The approval by the RCT Board of the text amendment for the definition of “Rural Retreat” at the January 13th 
RCT Board Meeting The approval by the RCT Board of the underlying text amendments at the January 13th 
RCT Board meeting. 

2) Marked Property Boundaries at all 4 corners of the property and any trail or land that may lead to neighboring 
property 

3) All staff and anyone attending a retreat or program on this property would be subject to a background check 
and a sex offender registry check. 

4) Excelling Leaders must carry the following Insurance coverage: 
a) Premise Liability (2 mil per instance / 4 mil aggregate) 
b) Professional Liability 
c) Property Insurance 

 
Rolfe asks Graham to clarify some of the conditions. Graham says she would like to see fencing where possible, 
stakes and signage at any corner, path, or trail that leads to another property. Graham and Bellmore discuss the 
needed insurance coverages. 
 
Prins asks the PC to clarify who would need a background check, just the guests or staff too? Every pastor, every 
counselor? Prins wants to understand how broad these checks will be. He asks if the township will want a copy of 
every one. He asks what that process would look like and if it is even legal for the township to keep a file. Haywood 
asks if the background checks could go to Attorney Rolfe. Rolfe says that would be very costly for the township to pay 
him to review those. Graham would like Excelling Leaders to keep their own file in case the township needs access. 
Rolfe asks the PC what would happen if someone does have a record. Rolfe says the 3rd condition is becoming very 
problematic and may not be possible. 
 
Graham amends her motion to remove the 3rd condition. Robbin Nichols explains that she works in insurance and the 
retreat will need premises liability, professional liability, and property insurance. Graham amends her motion to 
include the different forms of insurance. Prins says he already has those coverages. Rolfe asks Bellmore if she still 
supports the motion with the changes and she says yes.  
Roll Call Vote: Graham - Yes, Bellmore - Yes, Haywood - Yes, King - No, Blake - Yes. Motion passes.  
 

Old Business:  
Rutland Charter Township Master Plan Draft 



 

 

Raymond says the only open issue right now is the survey. He says that the response may have been better if the 
information had gone out with the tax bills. Hawthorne says it was put in the Reminder and the Banner. The members 
of the RCT Board and PC have been sharing the survey on their personal sites and pages. Raymond says it may be a 
good idea to take a look at the previous survey and members agree it may be a good idea. Kotrba says they are right 
on track for the survey and he encourages the PC members to continue to share and promote the survey. Graham 
has emailed it to WBCH and will share it on any applicable Facebook pages. Raymond will contact the ALCA and ask 
them to share. 
 

Zoning Administrator Report:  
None 
 

Open Comments: 
Blake reminds the PC that Sheryl Lewis Blake would like to be added to the February PC agenda to speak about Blue 
Zones. 
 
Rolfe asks Raymond if he has a final site plan from Prins. Raymond answers that he does have one but he might need 
an updated one and he will ask Prins. Rolfe wants to make sure Prins was not expecting the PC to review his site plan 
at this meeting. 
 

Adjournment: 
Motion by Graham to adjourn, second by Bellmore.  All ayes.   
Meeting Adjourned 9:55pm. Submitted by Nickie Haight, Recording Secretary 


