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Preface

Today, the Four Townships retain much of the rural
charm that has been lost in other parts of the state.
Recognizing this fact, the Four Township Water
Resources Council was established in 1994 with the
mission of retaining the rural character and natural
features that make the Four Townships special. This
booklet is both for you and about you. The guidebook
has been designed to provide you with information
about several approaches and initiatives underway to
help preserve our shared heritage. Together we can
control our destiny. Please read this booklet, consider
what we have, and act accordingly.



Prairieville main street circa
Bernard Historical Museumy * -,




In the not so distant past, the Four Townships were
largely undeveloped. Family farms dotted the
countryside. Visitors arrived at area lakes by railcar
to relax and enjoy summer resorts and cottages.
The pace of life was slower in those days and the
“big city” was far away.

Time has changed that. The “big city” is now just
a short commute. One can live in the Four
Townships and quickly commute to Kalamazoo,
Grand Rapids, Battle Creek, and even Lansing. In
many respects, the Four Townships are in a state
of transition. While many of the vestiges of the
past are still with us, change is upon us. In some
cases, change is occurring so rapidly we have little
time to consider if such changes are good for the
present, let alone the future.

Top Left: Train Depot for Richland and Gull Lake (circa 1916)
Top Right: Black Bass from Gull Lake (circa 1904)
Middle Left: Labelle Park on Gull Lake (date unknown)

Middle Right: Relaxing on the lake (date unknown)
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gusta Creek Watershed :Aésociation Education Site, Kellogg Forest, Ross Township==
Photographer-Larry Burdick




Natural features and open space are our shared
resources. The Four Townships are blessed with an
abundance of high quality lakes, streams, wetlands,
forests, and undeveloped open spaces. The natural
areas in the Four Townships support diverse plant
and animal life. These natural features create our

sense of rural character. A recent inventory of
natural features in the Four Townships found that
some of the landscape is still dominated by native
vegetation essentially unchanged from vegetation
that existed in the Four Townships a century ago.
The residents of the four townships are fortunate
in that the landscape includes many different species
of trees. These trees are important in that they
provide shade, habitat for wildlife, windbreaks,
aesthetics, soil stabilization, recreation, timber,
Christmas trees and nursery stock, improved air
and water quality and, in many cases, income. As
we look to the future, our challenge is how to
accommodate development while protecting our
shared heritage.

Yellow Lady-Slipper
Photographer - John Stage
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The issues of managing growth and curbing urban
sprawl are being discussed across the state and the
nation. The Four Township Water Resources Council
has been researching and promoting several approaches
to help address these issues locally. In large part, the
natural resources of the Four Townships will be protected
based on collective decisions made at the local level.
Township and county master plans and zoning can
provide the general framework for protection, but
you—the landowner—will make many of these decisions.

While growth within the Four Townships is inevitable,
it need not be a bad thing. If we can work to
accommodate development while preserving our natural
features, we can essentially have our cake and eat it too.
It was once stated that for every complex problem there
is an answer that is clear, simple, and wrong. No one
simple approach will address all the potential problems
associated with increased development. Instead, a
combination of approaches must be employed. Several
of these approaches are discussed herein.

Prairieville Creek, Prairieville Township
Photographer-- Jim Fish
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A conservation easement is a legal agreement in
which the landowner retains ownership of private
property, but conveys certain specifically identified
rights to a land conservation organization or a
public body. In the Four Township area, the
Southwest Michigan Land Conservancy is the local
conservation organization.

Under provisions of a conservation easement,
development or other activities that have the
potential to diminish the scenic or environmental
integrity of the land are limited or prohibited, based
on the wishes of the landowner. Generally,

conservation easements attach to the land in
perpetuity and are binding on future landowners.
A conservation easement can provide an extremely
effective tool to protect environmentally sensitive
land such as undeveloped shorelands, steeply sloped
bluffs, forestlands, wetlands, and open space. To
date, the Southwest Michigan Land Conservancy
has acquired conservation easements for over 1,600
acres of land in Barry and Kalamazoo counties,
including a 65-acre parcel adjacent to Spring Brook
in Richland Township and a 40-acre parcel in
Pitchfork Valley in Barry Township.

Conservation easements are being used across the country to protect valuable natural resources. With this approach,
critical natural features and open space can be permanently protected while leaving the land in private ownership.

Conservation easements
can provide several distinct
advantages:










































