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April 4, 2001

John Paskus, MNFI
Stevens T. Mason Bldg.
PO Box 30444
Lansing, MI  48909-7944

Re:  Final Report – Community Conservation/Landowner Contact Project

Dear John:

With this letter I would like to give you a final report on the contract we took with
MNFI as part of your EPA grant.  This contract allowed us to work on ecologically
important sites in Newaygo and Muskegon counties, primarily through landowner
contact.

Our task was to “develop and implement a proactive public outreach program in one or
more high ecosystems in central Lower Michigan.”  We focused on the northeastern
Muskegon area and Brooks Township in Newaygo.  The attached report details project
activities.

In this report you also asked us to cover the following points (as part of Task 7):

1. Incorporating conservation planning.  This project did not drastically change
the way in which we incorporate conservation planning into our organization.
We have always been interested in sites identified by MNFI and other credible
scientists as having ecological significance.  Having land protection staff trained
in The Nature Conservancy methodology has meant that we frequently operate
in a manner consistent with their landowner contact programs.

What this project did was give us the opportunity, through financial support, to
concentrate on some of these more significant sites that are difficult to protect
because of fragmentation, low support for conservation, low-income levels, and
sites that have a low profile for the community.

2. Usefulness of MNFI planning tools.  The conservation planning tools provided
by MNFI were definitely useful but required significant amounts of time to
adapt to our small land trust with no staff scientists and no mapping/aerial photo
capacity in our office.  It took us a long time to select viable sites from the raw
data given to us and we had to purchase digitized aerial photos before we could
make much progress.  Background information and slides on elements were very
useful.

3. Summary of outreach efforts.  See attached report.
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4. Evaluation of the success of the landowner contact program.  If you were to
judge the landowner contact program by the number or acreage of conservation
successes achieved in the grant period, the results would be abysmal. Only one
landowner wanted to participate in the Conservation Partners program and there
were no donations of easements or land.

In rural and northeastern Muskegon County and Brooks Township many of the
landowners are of modest means, the land is highly fragmented and usually
includes their residence, and people often live in these areas because they want
to be in a place with little government interference.

All of these factors contribute to this lack of conservation success and have
caused us to think long and hard about how we work toward conservation of
some of these important areas.

As part of this project I had the opportunity to attend a environmental seminar
held by the Community Foundation for Muskegon County in which one of the
speakers was describing characteristics of the population.  One way that he
described a typical resident was a “non-joiner” that is overscheduled and has a
hectic life.

If a typical landowner in this area can be characterized as less affluent, a “non-
joiner”, with a hectic life and a skepticism for “programs”, targeting landowners
for the “Conservation Partnership” program or trying to get them to consider
selling or restricting their home site is not going to be very fruitful.

What we have decided to do from this point on is to de-emphasize joining a
program, look for opportunities for conservation easements or acquisition (the
latter potentially facilitated by TNC), develop model projects if possible, and
focus on long-term, occasional contact by using the database to continue sending
information or invitations to events.

5. Future landowner outreach.  We intend to continue working in Muskegon
County and Brooks Township on important ecological sites.  In particular, in
light of the above, we will continue to send information or meet with
landowners contacted as part of this program.  We are hoping that a long-term
approach will pay off eventually.

Working with the MIFO of TNC and the USFS, we worked to identify
landowners who would be willing to participate in a model program to cut
blocks of planted pines off former prairie land.  We were successful in finding 2
cooperating landowners (a third, our Conservation Partner, wants to wait and see
the results) and have found an appropriate contracting organization.  We hope to
use federal match-grant programs to fund these projects.
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We hope to use these sites as models for other landowners who have sites that
are degraded by planted pine.

We also recognize that the only way to protect some of these sites may be
through purchase, since many of these lands are the landowner’s primary asset.

Finally, we are working with The Nature Conservancy as they prepare to open a
field office in Grand Rapids.  Our partnership with them will include continued
efforts to preserve the coastal plain marsh and prairie/savanna systems in our
area.

For the most part, these are difficult sites to preserve.  The Nature Conservancy has
known about many of them for years, but because of land fragmentation, residential use
of the properties, low-income levels, and a tendency toward anti-preservation and/or
anti-government attitudes, these sites remain unprotected.

In conclusion, this contract allowed us to focus our efforts on ecologically significant
sites in a way that was previously not possible.  While we don’t have much in the way
of protected acreage to show for it, we are hoping that continued contacts will result in
permanent conservation.

If you have additional questions, please feel free to contact me at 616/451-9476 or
lcwm@naturenearby.org.  Thank you.

Sincerely,

April Scholtz

Enc.
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