
Watson Township Zoning Board of Appeals (Draft)  

Meeting March 28, 2022 

 

Meeting was called to order at 7:00pm to hear from Watson Township Representatives 
asking for a variance to allow for the expansion of the current fire barn facility.   

1. Roll call- present: Jim Lautenschleger, Bruce Bos, Jim Kelsey, Michelle Harris.  
Absent- John VanDyke.  Visitors present- Trevor Bilbey and Kevin Travis.   

2. Approval of Agenda- motion to approve was made by Bruce Bos.  Seconded by 
Jim Kelsey.  All- yeas. 

3. Review of Public notification- All property owners within 300 feet were properly 
noticed along with notification in paper prior to 15 days of said meeting.  

4. Comments from Applicants: Trevor reviewed the history of the establishment of 
the Watson Fire Station.  He stated that 15 years ago the facility was built for (2) 
two trucks (had one).  At that time they were responding to about 50 calls/year.  
In 2021, they had 590 calls and this year they are on track for 600 plus calls.  
Currently, there are (5) five pieces of fire apparatuses in a space made for two.  
Since inception the department has added MFR (medical first responder) calls to 
their list of services.  They continued to respond as usual during Covid pandemic 
also.   

He continued to share that there isn’t enough space for the equipment that they 
have available.  Some items are stored at other stations.  Allegan fire department 
currently stores HAFD’s air trailer and Hopkins UTV trailer is parked outside.  
The UTV is stored on the trailer in the winter and off in summer as that allows the 
quickest response time with it in those seasons respectively.   

Trevor added the department has a growing need for an ambulance in the 
township too.  There is already cement poured for an 18 x 40 foot addition onto 
the existing fire barn.  The township board has granted us ARPA monies from 
Covid relief funds dependent upon ZBA board approval.   

He submitted a letter to us from the neighbors to the north, David and Kelly Kival 
who own the adjacent property stating they support the expansion and approval 
of the variance needed to allow the Watson Township building addition.  The fire 
department has agreed to trim and cut any trees for the expansion and 
maintenance of the building. They will give the wood to the property owners.   

At this point the board had some questions for Trevor.  Bruce inquired to the 
ability to move the existing gas tank.  Trevor conferred that the tank is movable 



but the propane tank would be further from the addition (18-20 feet) than it is 
from the current building (12-14 feet). Jim L asked if there were any plans to use 
the property between the propane tank and the recycling center.  Not as this time 
was Trevor’s response.  Jim wondered if they may be asking for relief of that 
area 5 – 10 years from now.  Trevor explained that area is not a good area to use 
because it’s too disconnected to use the north piece of property.  Jim then 
clarified the request as asking for 18 feet of the current 25 foot set back.  He also 
asked if the wood lot to north is zoned A-2.  Lori Castello and Michelle both 
responded affirmatively.  Bruce asked why fire equipment is being kept in Allegan 
as opposed to Hopkins.  The department evaluates where resources are used 
most often.  Allegan can make use of the air trailer too giving the trailer an 85sq 
mile usage area.  Hopkins has only one open bay.  That is used for any 
maintenance work and clean up area after calls was Trevor’s response.  Michelle 
asked if the request is granted, how long would the addition last until they 
outgrew it.  Trevor said it would give them room for growth and still able to meet 
the needs of the community.  He figured about 30 years before the would have 
another need at Watson station.  There was a query from Jim Lautenschleger 
about the longevity of the needs.  Described to us was that the fire department is 
constantly planning for future needs of equipment and repairs.  For example, 
when the station was established they had one tanker.  Strategies and 
techniques have dictated that they switch to using engines not tankers because 
of water efficiency.    

Jim Lautenschleger inquired if the variance request was granted, what would be 
the reason for the need.  It was then explained that they could bring the air trailer 
back to Watson.  Now it’s a 30 min round trip to get from Allegan to here or if 
needed for mutual aid in Martin it would be further. The trailer for the UTV could 
be protected inside the expansion.  Also, they currently have big trucks cramped 
into a small space.  That has potential safety issues.  There would be space for a 
decontamination area.  Now it’s almost non-existent as the work bench, gear and 
laundry are next to decontamination space.  In summary of those advantages, 
Jim L stated that the request centers on safety, response time and better use of 
resources.   

Kevin Travis added 24/7 living quarters for ambulance personnel would be an 
option.  Currently they park the truck across the street in Martin from their 
quarters. It makes sense to accommodate them here because we already have 
male/female facilities.  Jim L asked if citizens in the township would have a better 
deal if the ambulance was here than they have now.  Kevin’s answer was yes as 
their response time will decrease.  Currently, they have one gender crewing.  
There aren’t any mixed crew opportunities.  Reflecting on all the information, Jim 



L stated that it seemed like a lot of stuff and maybe they’d outgrow it before it 
was used up.  Sounds like it would save space, wear and tear by using smaller 
trucks was his conclusion.  Michelle asked of Trevor if motion lighting for the 
parking lot/outside the doors has been considered as an option. He responded 
positively that had been considered.  The risk is the lighting not being tripped and 
hazard for first responders is created.  There needs to be safety in the parking lot 
as responders are entering and vehicles being moved out to assist the 
community.  There was an incident where a first responder was alone returning 
from a medical call and slipped on the ice in the parking lot. He was not able to 
stand and laid outside until help arrived.  He was able to reach out for help 
because he had a radio as his phone was out of his reach after the fall.  If he 
hadn’t had a radio (not all of them have one), it had been dark and motion lights 
were timed out due to lack of movement, his fate would have been very different.  
As it was, it ended up being a life changing accident.   

In summary of what had been discussed so far, Jim L stated for clarification that 
Hopkins fire department had over 600 calls last year while covering 85 sq miles.  
Medical calls were 2/3rds of them and standard fire calls were around 150 with 
grass fires, car accidents and structure fires making up that number.  It was 
pointed out by Trevor that Hopkins is in the top 5 call count in Allegan County.  
Watson has had higher call count than Hopkins at times in the past.  Mr. 
Lautenschleger expressed concern about the future growth and if there is 
enough room.   

5.  Public Comments- Kevin Travis shared that the township has a long term goal to 
build a new township hall.  The current hall would be kept and used for the fire 
department/ambulance.  It’s already set up with separated restrooms, kitchen 
and a generator so it would be simple to transition to living quarters.  Also it could 
be used as an emergency shelter for the residents.  This would be at least a 10 
year plan.  We received a voice mail call from the neighbors to the east, Susan 
Wray.  She expressed concerns over lighting and that the current lights are on all 
the time.  She suggested we may want to consider motion lighting in the future.  
She also reported that currently there is run off of water that sends dirt and debris 
into her yard.  She’s hoping with the addition that this will not intensify.   

Trevor Bilbey stated that there won’t be increased operations to effect run off and 
that the drain sometimes gets overloaded during heavy rains.  They don’t 
anticipate adding motion lighting for the reasons mentioned earlier.   

6. Board discussion- Michelle states that HAFD goes above and beyond always to 
assist our residents and are good stewards of the equipment and facilities they 
currently use.  She sees no issues with allowing the expansion after all is 



considered.  Jim Kelsey said he sees no problems with the addition.  Trees will 
be taken care of, no extra run off; the roof will be sloped to north therefore not 
adding any additional water to the parking lot as his reasons.  Bruce’s response 
was that the only thing he was wondering about was the proximity to the current 
gas tank but that would be addressed by the building permit.  Jim Lautenschleger 
stated that it could be moved if necessary if we grant the variance.  Lori Castello 
from PCI added that once the plane is established, it can continue to the west 
without another variance.  We didn’t want to be backed into a corner to allow for 
future equipment that should be here was expressed by Jim Lautenschleger.  He 
also emphasized that it’s safer to have all their equipment here and it’s causing 
undue hardship on performance of fire department for it to be elsewhere.  Trevor 
stated they have an 8 minute average response time now with 50 firefighters on 
the department.   

Lori Castello stated that this variance stands alone and applies only to the 
property.  In reviewing the Findings of Fact worksheet, Lori’s reflections are as 
such: We have a little leeway as this is an essential service for the general health 
& safety of the citizens.  It will continue as such.  There’s a unique difference in 
property as it is less than half the size of an A-2 lot at 2.04 acres yet with the 
ROW (road right of way) it’s 1.65 acres.  It has a 165 foot center; it’s a shallow 
piece of property.  Applicant would be deprived of property rights commonly 
enjoyed by other properties in same zoning district if denied.  This issue is not 
self-created as it could not have been prevented.  It meets the marks needed in 
the plan.   

Jim Lautenschleger then asked if a seven foot clearance gives them room to get 
to back of building if there were to be a fire there.  HAFD would find a way if that 
happened Trevor firmly stated.   

7. Findings of Fact-  
a. That the enforcement of the literal requirements of this ordinance would 

cause practical difficulties. The literal requirements can cause difficulty if 
not granted.  Yes, it would hinder the health & safety of the township. All 
members agreed- yes.  

b. That special conditions or circumstances exist which are peculiar to the 
land, structures or buildings involved and which are not applicable to other 
lands, structures or buildings in the same zoning district.  1.65 acres is 
shallow and smaller than other lots; non-conforming.  Jim Lautenschleger 
noted the need to expand services to the community which is not true of 
private properties.  Reduced lot size created the situation on this lot.  All 
members agreed- yes.   



c. Denying this request would deny the property owners the same property 
rights enjoyed by others in the same zoning district.  Essential services 
are a permitted use so it would deprive applicant of property rights if 
denied.   All members agreed- yes. 

d. Would authorizing the variance be of substantial detriment to adjacent 
lands and will not be contrary to the spirit of this Ordinance.   No 
infringement on rights.  All members agreed- yes. 

e. That the special circumstances or conditions referred to in subsection (b) 
do not result from the actions of applicants.  The ownership of the property 
pre-dates the zoning ordinances.  It will continue to be property of Watson 
Township.  All members agreed- yes.   

 
8.  Motion- The motion to grant Watson Township relief of 18 foot variance to build 

to seven foot of the property line was made by Michelle Harris.  Supported by Jim 
Kelsey.  All members agreed- yea votes.   
 

9.  Old Business- A motion was made to accept the minutes from March 1, 2022 as 
amended by Jim Kelsey with support given by Bruce Bos.  All in favor- yes.  
 

10. New Business- none 
 

11. Motion to adjourn at 8:12 p.m. was made by Jim Kelsey with support by Bruce 
Bos.  All in favor- yes.   

 

 

 


