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BEDFORD TOWNSHIP - Wal-Mart isn't coming to Bedford Township without a fight.

"I make a motion to reject the proposal in its current form ... because it's not in the best interest of the township," Trustee Dennis Steinman said to rousing applause during Tuesday's regular Bedford Township Board meeting.

"No deal," he said.

The motion, which was unanimously supported by the board - minus Trustee Larry O'Dell, who wasn't present, cleared the table of a settlement deal at least seven months in the making between the township and Whitman Ford owner Jon Whitman, who is suing over denied rezoning of his 57-acre property at the corner of Sterns Rd. and Lewis Ave.

More than 200 people crammed the township hall and others picketed in front with "No Wal-Mart" signs.

"We, the people of this township, are more important than one person," said Doug Bermick, a spokesman and member of Bedfordwatch.com, which organized in 2001 to fight Wal-Mart's proposal to build on the site at the northwest corner of the intersection.

Township officials in October held a special meeting at Bedford High School to roll out negotiated plans for a 235,819-square-foot Wal-Mart Supercenter, gas station and two new streetlights, and the possibility of seven other commercial opportunities around the property.

A Farmington Hills attorney representing the township's insurance company told those in attendance at that meeting that the settlement was the best possible option to avoiding a courtroom battle over the denied rezoning requests.

"The issue isn't whether Wal-Mart can come here or not. That's not your choice," the attorney, David Landry, said, adding that the only issue to be considered was whether township board members "choose to have some input on it rather than just letting it roll."

Those comments were addressed by several people in attendance Tuesday.

"You're worried about the money you'd spend on a lawsuit?" asked Jan Smith. "It's going to cost us forever if we don't fight this."

People complained of increased traffic, lost property values, Wal-Mart's questionable business practices, possible changes in the "feel" of the community and many specifics of the impending court case.

One aspect of Mr. Whitman's lawsuit relies on an error made by the Monroe County Planning Department when it reprinted the township's land-use maps in 1992. A typographical error listed the westerly part of Mr. Whitman's property as C-2 commercial instead of the appropriate R-2A single-family residential it always had been.

"If the township board never voted to change (the zoning), why should Bedford Township be penalized because some Monroe County clerk made a mistake?" asked Gene Rivas.

"There isn't a judge in this country who could possibly rule against the township in this case," said Jim Arnovist, adding that if the township board members didn't agree, they could be looking for new jobs.

"If any of you do vote yes… I think you realize your political career is over here," he said.

There were proponents, though they were booed and chastised for their comments.

"What Bedford Township is now is not what it was when I was 3 years old," said Vickie Ednie of Lambertville. "Most people here are here to complain and raise hell. But if you're not going to put it over here, put it in Lambertville."

After nearly an hour of comments, Mr. Steinman made his motion. The board's action guarantees a Dec. 11 showdown in Monroe County Circuit Court Judge Joseph Costello's courtroom.

