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Michigan is known for its lakes 
– the Great Lakes, of course, but 
also our more than 11,000 inland 
lakes that have a special place in 
many of our hearts.

Once the water quality of a lake 
is degraded it is very difficult and 
expensive to improve; preventing 
lake water quality problems is 
much cheaper and easier in the 
long run. The power to protect 
inland lakes is shared among 
all levels of government and all 
people have a stake in the outcome: clean water for drinking, swimming, fishing, boating, etc.  
Local governments have a role in helping to protect inland lakes through local planning because 
not all aspects or features of inland lakes are protected by state or federal laws and regulations.  

Protecting Michigan’s Inland Lakes: A Guide for Local Governments, 
the companion to this toolkit, provides background information such as 
understanding the benefits of inland lakes to communities, the regulations 
that govern them, and the opportunities for protecting them at the local 
level. Protecting inland lakes at the local level does not always require 
elaborate or expensive regulations.  There are both simple and complex 
planning and zoning tools that can be tailored to meet both the lake and 
a community’s needs. 

This toolkit is designed to provide local officials and concerned citizens 
with examples of different ordinances that can help protect the lakes in 
their communities.

To view the guide, visit (http://tinyurl.com/hbp9yum)

Purposes of ordinances that protect inland lakes: 

• prevent and control water pollution

• conserve natural beauty and open space

• conserve shore cover

• protect wetlands

• protect fish spawning areas, aquatic life, and wildlife habitat

• protect buildings from flooding

• control the location of buildings

• manage public access to the water 

Introduction

This toolkit consists of two parts:   
Part I: This part consists of the following chapters which focus on understanding specific 

goals and connect them with specific local options that can help achieve those goals.  In 
this part, case studies from different communities are also highlighted to illustrate how they 
achieved their goals. 

Part II:  This part is available online on the Michigan Lake and Stream Associations website: 
www.mymlsa.org. Here you will find more examples of ordinances from different communities, 
other support materials to help local municipalities implement changes and related agency 
and organization contact information.

Protecting Michigan’s
Inland Lakes:

A Guide for Local Governments
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Chapter 1
Connecting Lake Community

Goals with Local Options
A community visioning process 

should be completed to connect 
people’s values, desires and concerns 
with goals to achieve the vision. This 
process helps your community identify 
the strategies needed to meet these 
goals and ensure lakes and other 
natural features remain healthy.  The 
resource protection goals must then 
be documented in the community 
master plan in order to provide the 
legal support for zoning regulations that 
are intended to protect public health, 
safety, and welfare.

The tools contained in this book will 
help your municipality reach a variety 
of goals related to the inland lakes in 
your community. The following are examples of four different goals that communities may have 
identified:  

1. Fish/Wildlife Habitat: Improve conditions for 
the native fish, birds, frogs, insects, etc. that 
make up a healthy lake ecosystem

2. Clean Water: Reduce pollutants (like E. coli, 
nutrients, or sediment)

3. Natural/Rural Character:  Maintain the 
natural or rural character of the community

4. Recreational Opportunities: Improve 
opportunities for recreation, like swimming, 
boating, and fishing

 Table 1 (page 5) can be used to identify an 
appropriate local planning option for a specific 
lake protection goal.   Many of the options can 
help achieve more than one goal. 

Tip:

Watch for the icons associated with each 
goal throughout this document.

Want to know more?

See Chapter 6: “A Recipe for Community 
Success” in Protecting Michigan’s Inland 
Lakes: A Guide for Local Governments for 
more discussion on developing goals for 
your community. 

The Master Plan and Zoning Ordinance 
Connection

ZoningOrdinance

Master

Plan

The Plan must provide 
clear, well supported 
vision and policies

The Ordinance must 
reflect the plan vision 

and policies
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  Fish/Wildlife Clean Natural/Rural Recreational
  Habitat Water Character Opportunities

Lake District/Overlay Districts x x x x

Natural Features Setback Ordinances x x x 

Site Plan Review Regulations x x  

Stormwater Management  x  x

Open Space Zoning and Conservation Design x x x 

Weed and Nuisance Plant Ordinances x  x 

Watercraft Ordinances x   x

Lake Access Ordinances (keyhole, dock related) x  x x

Invasive Species Ordinances x   x

Septic System Ordinances  x  x

Wetland Ordinances x x x x

Lake Related Goals

Lo
ca

l I
m

pl
em

en
ta

tio
n O

pt
io

ns

Table 1: Tools in the Toolbox - Local Options for Implementing Lake Related Goals

Proactively protecting inland 
lakes through community planning 
and zoning decisions allows future 
generations to be able to enjoy clean 
lakes and all their benefits such as 
the tug of a fish on the end of a line, 
capturing a hopping frog, seeing a 
turtle basking on a log and swimming 
in the cool waters of Michigan.

Photo: Julia KirkwoodPhoto: Nate Fuller
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Chapter 2
Ordinances to Protect Your Inland Lakes

The following local protection options are not 
exhaustive but instead provide an overview of 
some of the more commonly used provisions.
As with any land use planning and zoning effort, 
the available techniques vary considerably 
in their degree of effectiveness. Some will 
require a substantial commitment on the part 
of the community to implement and enforce. Others may be relatively simple to enact, but 
not as effective. The techniques selected must be based on the community’s commitment to 
addressing resource protection priorities. Each of the techniques highlighted will also vary in their 
effectiveness depending on how they are written and implemented. For example, using Site Plan 
Review as a means to protect community identified sensitive features can be very effective if used 
in combination with other techniques, such as Open Space Development provisions.

Lakes in Michigan vary in many ways – natural characteristics (i.e. size, depth, shape, natural 
or man-made), level of development, and how they are used. Some lakes are very densely 
populated and others have a lot of property that remains natural. Some lakes have a sewer 
system surrounding them and others still have homes on septic systems.  Even within a county there 
is large variation between lakes and it can be challenging to address lake protection based on 
those differences. One option is to have different standards apply to different types of lakes. 

How is your community doing?
See Appendix A for a checklist to help you 

evaluate if your community is protecting 
water resources in the Master Plan and Zoning 
Ordinance.

The Minnesota Department of Natural Resources developed a classification system so 
that the appropriate development standards could be applied. The classification is used to 
determine lot size, setbacks and, to a certain degree, land uses on the adjacent land. Lakes 
are divided into the following classes based on a combination of factors:

• Natural Environment Lakes usually have less than 150 total acres, less than 60 acres per 
mile of shoreline, and less than three dwellings per mile of shoreline. They may have some 
winter kill of fish; may have shallow, swampy shoreline; and are less than 15 feet deep.   

• Recreational Development Lakes usually have between 60 and 225 acres of water per 
mile of shoreline, between 3 and 25 dwellings per mile of shoreline, and are more than 15 
feet deep.

• General Development Lakes usually have more than 225 acres of water per mile of 
shoreline and 25 dwellings per mile of shoreline, and are more than 15 feet deep.

Table 2 (page 7) presents guidelines for minimum standards for lakes that are served by 
sanitary sewer and for lakes not on sewer (homes have individual septic systems). Standards 
are suggested for each different lake class – natural environment, recreational development 
and general development as described above.
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Lakes Served by Sewer System

Lake Class Lakeshore Parcels Non-Lakeshore Parcels

  Lot Width Lot Area Structure  Native Vegetation Shore Impact Lot Width (ft.) Lot Area   
 (ft.) (sq. ft.) Setback (ft.) Buffer (ft.) Zone (ft.)*   (sq. ft.)

Natural Environment 125 40,000 150  100 75 125  20,000

Recreational Development 75 20,000 75  50 37.5 75  15,000

General Development 75 15,000 50  25 25 75  10,000

Lakes Not Served by Sewer System (Individual Septic Systems)

Lake Class Lakeshore Parcels Non-Lakeshore Parcels

  Lot Width Lot Area Structure  Native Vegetation Shore Impact Lot Width (ft.) Lot Area   
 (ft.) (sq. ft.) Setback (ft.) Buffer (ft.) Zone (ft.)*   (sq. ft.)

Natural Environment 200 80,000 150  100 75 200  80,000

Recreational Development 150 40,000 100  75 50 150  40,000

General Development 100 20,000 75  50 37.5 150  40,000

Table 2: Minimum Development Standards for Lake Properties (adapted from the Minnesota Shoreland Management Act,
http://www.dnr.state.mn.us/shorelandmgmt/guide/standards_tables.html

* Shore Impact Zone – area immediately adjacent to the lake that is critical to preserving water quality, wildlife habitat and 
visual screening of the developed area farther back from the shore. Within it, restrictions should apply to the placement and size of 
structures, vegetation removal and shoreland alterations (grading and filling).

Although Michigan does not have a similar classification system for lakes, you can use 
Minnesota’s approach as an example of one way to address development of different types of 
lakes and to help guide land use decisions at the local level.

Photos: Susan George
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AKA: Lakeshore Residential Districts, Green Belts District, Waterfront-Shoreland Overlay District, 
Waterfront Residential District

Special zoning provisions to protect inland lakes and especially shoreline areas are 
implemented in two ways:

• Conventional lake/shoreline districts – Zoning ordinances include zoning districts, such as 
agriculture, commercial, residential and industrial districts, that have distinct lists of permitted 
uses, setbacks and other standards. Some communities establish one or more additional lake or 
shoreline districts that include special protection standards unique to those areas.

• Shoreline overlay districts – An overlay district is a special kind of zoning district placed over 
existing base zones (such as residential or commercial) that adds additional standards in those 
areas. This technique works well for shoreline protection. Overlay districts can be defined as 
being a certain distance – 500 to 1,000 feet, for example – from the lakeshore, or follow the 
parcel lot lines in the areas targeted.  Areas commonly targeted by overlay zones include 
floodplains, watersheds, environmental areas, lakeshore/shoreline, river corridors, and high risk 
erosion areas. 

The lake/shoreline or overlay district can have regulations that will help to keep the shoreline 
more natural to protect water quality and improve wildlife habitat, but also allow for access and 
views of the lake.  At a minimum, the district 
should include two lot lengths outward from the 
lake or at least 1,000 feet from the shoreline. 
Some ordinary provisions in these districts are as 
follows:

• Paved or impervious surfaces are limited to no 
more than 10-20% of the parcel.  

• Maintaining natural shorelines:  Although 
nearly any dredging, filling or structural modification of lake shorelines requires a MDEQ (and 
on lakes connected to the Great Lakes, a federal Army Corp of Engineers) permit, some 
communities go a step further by adding additional standards – encouraging some types of 
erosion control, such as natural shorelines, while discouraging or prohibiting others, such as sea 
walls.  A community can require shoreline permits for any activity that modifies, alters, clears 
or otherwise disturbs a natural shoreline. Permits can limit tree clearing, bulkheading and rip-
rapping. The permit process could require the applicant to demonstrate that natural methods of 
shoreline stabilization such as bioengineering are not feasible before retaining walls, riprap or 
bulkheads are allowed to stabilize the shoreline.  

#1 LAKE DISTRICTS/OVERLAY DISTRICTS

Elk Rapids Township requires that site plans for 
land alterations in the shoreline area be prepared 

by a Natural Shoreline Professional certified by 
the Michigan Natural Shoreline Partnership or a 

qualified professional.
www.mishorelinepartnership.org



9 Visit www.mymlsa.org for more resources

Things to Consider
• The cost to implement and administer 

this local option is minimal. The only 
costs are making the modifications 
to the existing zoning ordinance and 
zoning map.  

• In both instances, whether a separate 
district or an overlay district, the 
intent and purpose of the district 
must be clearly laid out in the zoning 
ordinance.

• Both can be very effective when 
they include provisions for protecting 
vegetation along with building 
setbacks from lakes or other natural 
features.

• Overlay zones can be designed to 
require best management practices 
to reduce the amount of stormwater 
and nutrients reaching the lake.

• A lake district and overlay district can 
be applied to both lakefront and 
non-lakefront properties that drain to 
the lake. See Table 2 at the beginning 
of this chapter for guidance on 
appropriate development standards 
for lakes in your community, 
depending on their characteristics 
(size, use, development level, sewer 
vs. septic, etc.) 

Community Examples:

Municipality County

Clyde Township Allegan County

Evangeline Township Charlevoix County

Melrose Township Charlevoix County

South Arm Township Charlevoix County

Cheboygan County Cheboygan County

Village of Lake Isabella Isabella County

Rollin Township Lenawee County

Portage Township Mackinac County

Winfield Township Montcalm County

Albert Township Montmorency County

Brooks Township Newaygo County

Springfield Charter Oakland County 
Township

Almena Township Van Buren County

Porter Township Van Buren County

• Managing vegetation:  Often, removing trees, shrubs and other vegetation and grading along 
shorelines is prohibited. There are usually exceptions for dead, dying or diseased plants, or for 
invasive species.  Trimming to allow filtered views is also usually allowed. Some communities 
require that a permit be obtained before removing vegetation. Boathouses and accessory 
structures are generally prohibited along with any new stormwater outfalls that discharge to the 
lake.

• Limiting docks and structures:  Minor alterations along the shoreline to provide reasonable 
access and recreational use can be allowed, such as one pier or dock on each frontage lot 
with total length and extension into the lake being limited (50 feet is common). Pre-existing 
structures are often exempted from the shoreline 
permit process, but permits are needed for 
significant expansions of existing structures.  

For links to these community examples as well as additional resources, visit www.mymlsa.org
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Brooks Township in Newaygo County implements a lakefront overlay zone around all of the lakes in their township as well as a 
river and tributary overlay. Special shoreline protection standards extend 500 feet inland from the ordinary high water mark of 
each lake.

River and tributary overlay

Lakefront overlay zone

Example from Albert Township, Montmorency County:
• The waterfront setback on any building shall be determined by the average setback of all 

dwellings within three hundred (300) feet of both sides of the property in question, but in no 
case shall it be closer than seventy-five (75) feet from the ordinary high water mark as defined 
in the Inland Lakes & Streams Act. In the case that there are no dwellings within three hundred 
(300) feet of either side of the property in question, the waterfront setback shall be one hundred 
(100) feet from the ordinary high water mark. For the purpose of this section, docks shall not be 
considered buildings and shall not be roofed, nor enclosed by screens or walls.

• Within thirty-five (35) feet of the ordinary high water mark, the use of concrete or other 
impervious surface pavements shall be limited to walkways necessary for water access or boat 
launch ramps.



11 Visit www.mymlsa.org for more resources

• Vegetation Strip: Naturally occurring trees, shrubs and vegetation shall be maintained and 
enhanced along the banks of the rivers, streams, natural ponds and lakes in this District. 
Maintenance of the natural vegetation strip is required to help stabilize the riverbanks, minimize 
erosion, provide shading which will help maintain cool water temperatures, help protect water 
quality by absorbing nutrients from surface water run-off, provide screening of man-made 
elements, protect fisheries and wildlife habitat, and preserve the diversity of native flora. The 
vegetation strip may be trimmed and pruned for a view of the water body. 

• The vegetation strip shall be maintained for a distance of thirty-five (35) feet inland measured 
horizontally from the ordinary high water mark or from the landward extent of the beach, 
bulkhead, sea wall or riprap, if present.

• If a vegetation strip does not now exist, a planting is required to establish such a vegetation 
strip to enhance and protect the water’s edge. The Department of Natural Resources, the Soil 
Conservation District and the Cooperative Extension Service may be consulted for selection of 
appropriate plant species.

 [4.12 GREEN BELT DISTRICT]

Model Ordinance Example:
• Macomb County Model Environmental Ordinances – Resource Protection Overlay  

(http://tinyurl.com/zcyfkrm)

Photos: Erin Fuller
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#2 NATURAL FEATURES SETBACK

AKA:  Greenbelt Ordinance, Buffer Ordinance

One of the most effective ways to protect inland lakes, streams, and wetlands is to require 
minimum setbacks with the maintenance or development of an undisturbed buffer of native 
vegetation within a certain distance from specified natural features. A setback is intended to 
minimize impacts from development on the natural feature and help ensure the long-term health 
of the natural feature. 

Setback regulations require that buildings and accessory structures not be constructed closer 
than a defined distance from the shoreline and can be incorporated as part of the local zoning 
ordinance, codified as a separate ordinance and also incorporated into a site plan review 
process. Language for a setback requirement must define a specific set of natural features. These 
defined features can be as broad as including all wetlands, lakes, streams, ponds, and other 
areas, or so detailed as to address a specific location, size, preservation area, etc. A natural 
features inventory or assessment is a key component to helping a community determine which 
features need local protection. This type of ordinance can take into account the community 
needs, the amount of lake and other natural feature protection desired, concerns such as political 
climate, available funding or funding mechanisms, or administrative capacity.

There are no specific standards for building setbacks and native vegetation buffer widths in 
Michigan so local planners have flexibility to establish standards tailored to community needs and 
desires.  Determining the width depends on the sensitivity and type of natural feature that is being 
protected, the goals of the community and how the surrounding land uses will impact it.  

For building setbacks, small structures such as garden sheds or boathouses could be allowed 
in the buffer zone, but should be at least 25 feet back 
from the shoreline and the number and/or square 
footage could be limited.   Typical building setbacks are 
between 25 and 150 feet from the shoreline.  

A native vegetation buffer is measured from the edge 
of the lake or natural feature and can vary anywhere 
between 10 to 100 feet or more.  Lawns are not 
considered natural vegetation, although sometimes 
un-mowed grass is allowed.  Research shows that 
there isn’t a “one size fits all” width but instead varies in 
effectiveness depending on what is being protected. 
Some general guidelines for a native vegetation 
buffer are presented in Table 2 in the beginning of this 
chapter.  Also, the figure below shows varying widths 
and how effective each is in protecting inland lakes and 
associated wildlife.   

Things to consider:
• This option is most effective if a 

native vegetation buffer area is 
included along with the building 
setbacks. 

• Vegetation clearing/trimming 
should be restricted except for 
dead, diseased or invasive plants. 

• The use of fertilizers and pesticides, 
location of  septic tanks and 
drain fields, and other activities 
that cause soil disturbance or 
contribute to pollution can be 
restricted. 
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Need help?
Natural feature setback standards 

have to be defensible based on 
scientific information. The Michigan 
Department of Natural Resources 
Conservation Guidelines for Michigan 
Lakes and Associated Natural Resources 
is one available resource. This document 
provides specific recommendations for 
inland lake protection.

Visit http://tinyurl.com/juoujj6 to view 
the guidelines.

Vermont Agency of Natural Resources, Lakes & Ponds Section, Lake Wise Program     
(http://dec.vermont.gov/watershed/lakes-ponds/lakeshores-lake-wise)
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Example from Almena 
Township, Van Buren County:
• All waterfront lots or lots containing 

regulated wetlands shall maintain a 
minimum setback for any permanent 
structure from the ordinary high water 
mark and/or delineated wetland 
boundary as follows, which may be in 
excess of the minimum requirements of 
this Ordinance. Any person proposing 
to erect, install, move, or enlarge a 
permanent structure on a waterfront lot 
or lot containing a regulated wetland 
is required to satisfy these minimum 
standards unless a greater setback is 
otherwise required elsewhere in this 
Ordinance: 

1. 100 feet from the ordinary high 
water mark of an inland lake, river, or 
stream, or 40% of the depth of the lot 
if such depth is less than 250 feet. 

2. 100 feet from the boundary or 
edge of a regulated wetland area, 
as delineated on a professionally 
prepared survey completed by 
a certified professional submitted 
to the Township and reviewed by 
Township staff, Michigan DEQ, and/
or other professionals, as required, or 
40% of the depth of the lot if such depth is less than 250 feet. 

3. Any other areas or setbacks as prescribed by MDEQ (as in Public Act 451 of 1994, as 
amended).

• Within the required setback from a body of water or regulated wetland, a natural vegetation 
strip shall be maintained in its natural vegetative state, except for the clearing of dead or 
invasive plants. This restriction will help maintain a root and vegetative barrier to keep soil 
particles and nutrients from entering the water bodies and wetlands, while also helping to 
minimize water runoff. Within this strip, a space of no greater than 10 feet in width may be 
selectively trimmed and pruned to allow for the placement of walkways, and /or for a view of the 
water body, with the approval of the Zoning Administrator or Planning Commission. 

a. Any walkway constructed inside the strip shall be on the upland side and may be oriented 
perpendicular or parallel to the water line. 

b. A maximum of 20% of the total vegetative strip area may be cleared for this purpose. 

Community Examples:

Municipality County

Elk Rapids Township Antrim County

Milton Township Antrim County

Torch Lake Township Antrim County

Village of Bellaire Antrim County

Bay Township Charlevoix County

Boyne Valley Township Charlevoix County

Evangeline Township Charlevoix County

Eveline Township Charlevoix County

Hayes Township Charlevoix County

Melrose Township Charlevoix County

Peaine & St. James Charlevoix County 
Townships [Beaver Island]

Emmet County Emmet County

West Bloomfield Township Oakland County 

Almena Township Van Buren County

Ann Arbor Charter Washtenaw County 
Township
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c. Because the intent of the native protective strip is water quality protection, porous materials 
such as wood chips or gravel shall be used for any trail construction. 

d. Additional clearing exceeding the 20% maximum stated above may be permitted with the 
approval of the Zoning Administrator or Planning Commission provided the items cleared 
are trees only and do not include any additional groundcover. 

e. All clearing shall be done by hand or hand-operated implements. Tilling and heavy 
machinery shall be prohibited.

• Planting of native species in the required natural vegetative strip is encouraged, especially 
where exposed soils and steep slopes exist. A list of approved native species may be obtained 
from the Township. Invasive or destructive plant species (i.e. Eurasian milfoil, English ivy) shall not 
be permitted.

[Section 17.11 – Waterfront and Wetland Setback Regulations, Almena Township Zoning 
Ordinance Article XVII, General Provisions]

Model Ordinance Examples:
• Macomb County Model Environmental Ordinances – Natural Features Setback  

(http://tinyurl.com/zcyfkrm)

• Huron River Watershed Council Model Ordinances – Riparian Buffer    
(http://tinyurl.com/hq7avrt)

Photo: Susan Lockhart
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#3 SITE PLAN REVIEW REGULATIONS

Site plan review includes provisions 
in the zoning ordinance for the 
administrative review of documents 
and drawings specified in the zoning 
ordinance to ensure that a proposed 
development is in compliance with 
the zoning ordinance. Many local 
governments already administer site 
plan review as part of their planning 
process, so adding lake protection 
review often does not add to the 
administrative workload. Communities 
can use site plan review standards to 
limit the amount of impervious surfaces, 
require setbacks from natural features 
and promote reductions of stormwater. 

Communities should require EXISTING 
natural features (and how they will 
be impacted with the proposed 
development) to be shown on the site 
plan, including:

 ü Waterbodies (lakes, ponds, streams, 
rivers)

 ü Wetland boundaries (size, type)

 ü Large stands of mature trees

 ü Soil types (especially hydric - wetland 
- soils)

 ü Topography

 ü Floodplains

 ü Others? 

Site Plan Review Standards
• Restrict development in hydric soil areas and minimize impacts to wetlands

• Restrict removal or alteration of natural features/ shorelines

• Preserve topography and natural drainage patterns (swales, low areas, wetlands, ponds)

A natural features inventory will be helpful for developing site plan review language. They identify 
existing important natural features and provide a baseline to be used for future land use planning.
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Community Examples:

Municipality County

Clyde Township Allegan County

Banks Township Antrim County

Forest Home Township Antrim County

Cheboygan County Cheboygan County

Whitewater Township Grand Traverse   
 County

Village of Lake Isabella Isabella County

Napoleon Township Jackson County

Oshtemo Township Kalamazoo County

Marion Township Livingston County

Springfield Charter  Oakland County 
Township

Porter Township Van Buren County

Want more help?  
The Four Townships Site Plan Review 

Document also includes a:

• Sample Escrow Policy

• Sample Zoning Application

• Zoning Application Checklist

• Site Plan Review Checklist

• Sample Environmental Permits 
Checklist

www.ftwrc.org 

Example from the Four Townships 
Water Resources Council, Barry and 
Kalamazoo Counties:

The Four Townships Water Resources Council 
developed a Site Plan Review Guide for Water 
Quality Protection to provide guidance for their 
communities.  This guide provides background 
information and recommendations and sample site 
plan review language. Annotations are provided 
throughout the sample ordinance to indicate the 
reasons for certain provisions, as well as potential 
alternatives.

To view the guide, visit http://tinyurl.com/zmotfcr.

Things to consider: 
Most planning commissions and 

other lay-reviewers will not have the 
background necessary to properly 
determine whether engineering 
standards and requirements have 
been met. It is appropriate to rely on 
outside consultants or staff advisors 
to ensure that drainage and other 
engineering considerations have 
been adequately addressed. Zoning 
ordinances can include provisions 
for escrow accounts that require the 
developer to pay for review fees. 

Source: Site Plan Review Guide 
for Water Quality Protection (Four 
Townships Water Resources Council/
Langworthy Strader LeBlanc and 
Associates, Inc

• Encourage/require Low Impact Development 

• Explicitly state that applicants abide by county, state & federal laws

Communities should also ensure that local approvals or building permits are dependent on 
applicants obtaining federal, state and county permits.
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Section 14.04 Review Procedures
A. Preliminary Site Plan Review

2. Preliminary Site Plans shall include the following unless deemed 
unnecessary by the Zoning Administrator

a. Small scale sketch of properties, streets and use of land within one half 
(½) mile of the area.

b. Ten (10) copies of a site plan at a scale of not more than one (1) inch 
equals one hundred (100) feet (1”=100’) completed by a qualified 
person showing any existing or proposed arrangement of:

(1) Existing adjacent streets and proposed streets.

(2) Lot lines, setback and frontage. 

(3) Parking lots and access points, including those within one hundred 
(100) feet of the site, number of spaces, maximum parking or deferred 
parking (if applicable).

(4) Proposed buffer strips or screening.

(5) Significant natural features; and other natural 
characteristics including but not limited to open 
space stands of trees, brooks, ponds, floodplains, 
hills, and similar natural assets. Specifically 
including the following:

a) Groupings of trees with a contiguous area 
of ten thousand (10,000) square feet or greater in size;

b) Any individual trees greater than twenty four (24) inches in 
diameter that are included in any area of the site which will be 
disturbed by the proposed development;

c) General topographical features including 
contour intervals no greater than ten (10) 
feet. Areas of steep slopes greater than 
twelve percent (12%) shall be highlighted;

d) Wetlands, one hundred (100) year 
floodplains and water bodies. A 
wetland determination shall be required 
for any wetlands falling within the jurisdiction of the Michigan 
Department of Environmental Quality.

ç More detail is required 
for natural features, even at the 
preliminary stage, to ensure the 
reviewers have sufficient information 
on which to base their comments.

ç Information regarding unique 
and sensitive features is requested 
so the design process can work with 
or around steep slopes, wetlands, 
wood lots and landmark trees.

Excerpt:
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AKA:  Low Impact Development, Green Infrastructure

Stormwater management regulations are designed to address the challenges posed by flooding 
and nonpoint source pollution. Stormwater runoff can carry high concentrations of sediment (soil 
particles), hydrocarbons and other hazardous chemicals, pesticides, bacteria, nutrients, and 
heavy metals. To effectively manage stormwater, both quality and quantity must be addressed. 
This can be accomplished through local stormwater ordinances that control quantity, timing, and 
quality of runoff and encourage infiltration and treatment at its source.   

There are many different techniques that can be used to manage stormwater. One method is to 
limit the percentage of impervious surfaces. Impervious surfaces are surfaces like roads, parking 
lots, patios and other structures that don’t allow rainwater and snowmelt to soak into the ground. 
Because non-vegetated surfaces increase runoff, the total area of a lot covered by structures, 
driveways, parking areas, decks, patios, and other non-vegetated surfaces should be limited near 
inland lakes and other water bodies. Runoff can carry pollutants to our waterbodies, and studies 
have shown that problems can arise in waterbodies when 10-20% of the land is impervious. 
Creation of rain gardens, bio-retention basins, use of rain barrels and other green infrastructure 
techniques should be encouraged.

Stormwater Management Best Practices
• Set a limit for impervious areas, require pervious (porous) 

surfaces whenever possible, especially immediately 
adjacent to the lakeshore. 

• Reduce design demands for curbs and gutters; allow 
replacement with grassed swales where appropriate.

• Protect and restore green infrastructure, such as 
wetlands and other natural landscapes and drainage 
ways. Ensure proper installation and require routine 
maintenance of stormwater control measures.

• Treat “first flush” runoff - the runoff that occurs at the 
beginning of a rainstorm and generally contains a 
higher concentration of pollutants.

• Protect natural vegetation along shorelines and 
streambanks with natural features setbacks.

• Prevent filling in wetlands, floodplains, and other natural 
stormwater collection areas.

• Require a stormwater management plan at the site 
plan review stage for new, modified or expanded 
developments.

#4 STORMWATER MANAGEMENT

Things to Consider
• Stormwater management is 

critical in reducing the amount of 
polluted runoff from development. 

• Stormwater management can 
be incorporated into a site plan 
review process. The key is to slow 
down, spread out and soak in 
water as much as possible.  This 
prevents polluted runoff from 
reaching lakes.

• It will be helpful to reference 
the Low Impact Development 
Manual for Michigan in the zoning 
ordinance (http://semcog.org/
plans-for-the-region/environment/
green-infrastructure).
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Example from Springfield 
Charter Township, Oakland 
County: General Standards

1. Stormwater management systems shall 
be designed to prevent flooding and the 
degradation of water quality related to 
stormwater runoff and soil erosion from 
proposed development.

2. All properties which are subject to 
this section shall provide for on-site 
storage of stormwater. Facilities shall be 
designed to provide a volume of storage 
and discharge rate which meets the 
standards of the township.

3. Priority shall be placed on site design 
which maintains natural drainage 
patterns and watercourses. Alterations to 
natural drainage patterns shall not create flooding or degradation in water quality for adjacent or 
downstream property owners.

4. The use of swales and buffer strips vegetated with desirable native materials is encouraged as a 
method of stormwater conveyance so as to decrease runoff velocity, allow for biofiltration, allow 
suspended sediment particles to settle, and to remove pollutants. Tolerance for water saturation, 
sunlight, pesticides, metals, and salts, shall be required in determining appropriate plantings in 
these areas.

5. Drainage systems shall be designed to be visually attractive. The integration of stormwater 
conveyance systems and retention and detention ponds in the overall landscape concept is 
recommended. Ponds with a naturally contoured, rather than square or rectangular, design and 
appearance shall be encouraged.

6. Where large amounts of grease and oil may accumulate, as in the case of commercial/industrial 
developments and large areas of pervious surfaces for parking, oil separators shall be required.

7. For sites that store or use chemicals, a spill response plan shall be submitted and approved by the 
township.

Impervious surface reduction/infiltration enhancement

1. The township recognizes that, due to the specific requirements of any given development, 
inflexible application of the design standards may result in development with excessive paving 
and stormwater runoff and a waste of space which could be left as open space.

2. Either through procedures prescribed by ordinance or creative land development techniques 
permitted by ordinance, the township may permit, during the site plan review process, deviations 
from requirements allowing for reduction in impervious surfaces whenever it finds that such 
deviations are more likely to meet the intent and standards of this section and accommodate the 
specific characteristics of the use in question.

3. The township may attach conditions to the approval of a deviation that bind such approval to 
the specific use in question. Measures that reduce impervious surface and increase infiltration 

Community Examples:

Municipality County

Antrim County Antrim County

Grand Traverse County Grand Traverse   
 County

Cannon Township Kent County

Springfield Charter Oakland County 
Township 

City of Zeeland Ottawa County

Rogers City Presque Isle County

Wayne County Wayne County
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may include, but are not limited to, the following:

a. Streets and access.

i. The designing of residential streets with the minimum required pavement width needed 
to support travel lanes, on-street parking, and emergency, maintenance, and service 
vehicle access and function based on traffic volumes.

ii. The reduction of the total length of residential streets by examining alternative street 
layouts to determine the best option for increasing the number of homes per unit length.

iii. The designing of street right-of-way widths/private road easements to reflect the 
minimum required to accommodate the travelway, the sidewalk, and vegetated open 
channels.

iv. The minimizing of the number of street cul-de-sacs and reduce the radius of cul-de-sacs 
to the minimum required to accommodate emergency and maintenance vehicles. 
Alternative turnarounds shall be considered, including the use of mountable curbing 
and grass shoulders for the occasional event of access by fire trucks and other large 
commercial trucks. Where cul-de-sacs do exist, provide landscape center islands.

v. Where density, topography, soils, and slope permit, the use of vegetated open channels 
in the street right-of-way/private road easements to convey and treat stormwater runoff.

vi. The use of alternative driveway surfaces and shared driveways that connect two or more 
sites.

vii. Promoting more flexible design standards for residential subdivision sidewalks. Where 
practical, consider locating sidewalks on only one side of the street and providing 
common walkways linking pedestrian areas.

b. Parking.

i. Base the parking requirements on the specific characteristics of the use, landbanking in 
open space parking required to satisfy chapter requirements.

ii. Reduce the overall imperviousness associated with parking lots by providing compact 
car spaces, minimizing stall dimensions, incorporating efficient parking lanes, and using 
pervious materials in the spillover parking areas where possible.

iii. Encourage shared parking between compatible users.

c. Site design.

i. Direct rooftop runoff to pervious areas such as yards, open channels, or vegetated areas 
and avoid routing rooftop runoff to the roadway and the stormwater conveyance 
system.

ii. Create naturally vegetated buffer systems, which may vary in width as determined by the 
township, along all drainageways. Critical environmental features such as the 100-year 
floodplain, steep slopes, and wetlands shall be considered.

iii. Minimize clearing and grading of woodlands and native vegetation to the minimum 
amount needed to build lots, allow access, and provide fire protection.

iv. Conserve trees and other vegetation at each site by planting additional vegetation, 
clustering tree areas, and promoting the use of native plants.

[Sec. 40-891, Springfield Charter Township Code of Ordinances]
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#5 OPEN SPACE ZONING AND CONSERVATION 
DESIGN DEVELOPMENTS

Open space zoning regulations are techniques used by communities to accommodate growth 
while preserving lakes, streams, wetlands, other natural features and other special features (e.g., 
historic landmarks and scenic views) that are important to the community. Open space zoning 
requires a certain percentage of a site to be preserved as open space to protect these resources.

There are four fundamental components of open space zoning:

1. Special site features are inventoried and mapped.

2. A significant portion of the site is protected as permanent open space.

3. Building envelopes are sited to respect special features and preserve the quantity and quality 
of open space on the site.

4. Viewsheds are protected by siting development to maintain a low visual impact, particularly 
along public roadways and waters.

Things to Consider
• This local option provides permanent 

protection of open areas and 
natural features without restricting 
property rights or requiring large 
public expenditures for land 
acquisition. 

• This local option can provide 
other benefits than water quality 
protection, such as rural character 
preservation.  

• Density bonuses for open space 
projects should be considered to 
increase financial attractiveness of 
open space developments.

• Include provisions for open space to 
be maintained in perpetuity. 

• The approval process for open 
space developments should be no 
more difficult than for traditional 
subdivisions.

Community Examples:

Municipality County

Forest Home Township Antrim County

East Bay Township Antrim County

Yankee Springs Township Barry County

Chikaming Township Berrien County

South Arm Township Charlevoix County

Cheboygan County Cheboygan County

East Bay Township Grand Traverse   
 County

Whitewater Township Grand Traverse   
 County

Springfield Charter Oakland County 
Township

Porter Township Van Buren County
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Example from Yankee Springs Township, Barry County:
Sec. 7.2. - Open Space Restrictions.

A. At least fifty (50) percent of the buildable land shall remain in an undeveloped state.

1. Legal instruments setting forth the manner of permanent dedication and 
maintenance of all dedicated open spaces within the development shall be 
submitted to the township attorney for review and approval before the township 
board of trustees approves the final development plan. Such instruments may 
include dedication to a permanent conservation easement or other similar 
dedication.

B. The open space area(s) shall not include any street right-of-ways, parking lots, golf courses 
or commercial developments.

C. The open space area(s) shall be conveniently located in relation to the dwelling units.

D. The open space area(s) shall have reasonable minimum dimensions which are useable for 
the functions intended and which will be maintainable. 

[from Article VII – Open Space Zoning, Yankee Springs Township Zoning Ordinance]

Model Ordinance Examples:
• Macomb County Model Environmental Ordinances – Native Vegetation   

(http://tinyurl.com/zcyfkrm)

• Wild Ones Sample Amending Ordinance (http://tinyurl.com/jaysad2)

• Wild Ones Model Municipal Ordinance (http://tinyurl.com/hx9cejc)

Conservation subdivision with just under 3/4 of an acre house lots with 55 home sites on a 130 acre site. 
The conservation subdivision preserves almost two-thirds of the site, 81 acres. Source: LandChoices and 
Randall Arendt, “Conservation Design for Subdivisions,” Island Press, 1996
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#6 WEED AND NUISANCE PLANT ORDINANCES 

AKA: Noxious weed ordinances, natural landscaping, native plants, natural vegetation, tall grass 
ordinances

Many communities have weed ordinances or regulations that limit the size or type of vegetation 
which grows or is cultivated within the community. These are intended to prevent unsightly or 
poorly maintained property. However, some weed ordinances are so restrictive that they limit the 
ability of landowners to use natural landscaping. Landscaping that uses native plants along a 
lake’s shoreline mimics natural conditions and provides a buffer for the lake to filter pollutants and 
reduce erosion. 

Communities are beginning to recognize the benefits of more natural landscaping practices, 
and many have amended their weed ordinances to allow for maintained native plantings. The 
most common ways to approach this are through the following options: 

• Setbacks: these ordinances generally require an area (such as within the front or perimeter of 
the lot, or from a road) in which vegetation above a certain height is not permitted. Vegetation 
behind the setback is unregulated, allowing landowners freedom to use native landscaping 
around lakes and other natural features.

• Natural landscape exception ordinance:  these types of weed ordinances contain exceptions 
for environmentally beneficial landscapes (such as those planted for erosion control, wildlife 
habitat, educational purposes, etc.)

• Listing regulated plants: these ordinances include a list of plants that are unauthorized (such as 
noxious and invasive plants) and those that must be kept mowed below a specified height (such 
as turf grasses), while allowing beneficial native plants to grow taller.

Community Examples:

Municipality County

Frankenlust Township Bay County

City of Kalamazoo Kalamazoo County

Village of Paw Paw Van Buren County

Springfield Charter Oakland County 
Township

Hayes Township Clare County

Things to Consider
• Ensure the weed ordinance allows 

for natural landscaping practices 
and is simple to understand and 
enforce.

• Balance the interests of 
homeowners, their neighbors, and 
the community.

• Balance restricting invasive species 
with allowing native plants
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Example from the Village of Paw Paw, Van 
Buren County:

Native vegetation approved by the Michigan Natural Shoreline 
Partnership or similar agencies and organizations which may be 
planted or already exists on a riparian property as part of an effort 
to restore native shorelines, or as protections from erosion, sediment 
or nutrient loading to the water body, or to improve shoreline wildlife habitat shall not be defined 
as “noxious weeds.”

Vegetation planted as part of a “rain garden” or other similar runoff water detention area and 
which has been approved by the Michigan Natural Shoreline Partnership or similar agencies and 
organizations shall not be defined as “noxious weeds.” [from Article IV,  “Noxious Weeds” of the 
Village of Paw Paw Code of Ordinances] 

The Michigan Natural 
Shoreline Partnership has 
developed a list of plants 
suitable for shorelines that 
are:
• Native to Michigan

• Not listed as threatened or 
endangered

• Generally broadly adapted or not 
fussy as to where they grow

• Broadly distributed around the 
state 

• Currently on the market or could 
easily be brought onto the market

See www.mishorelinepartnership.org

If your ordinance directs 
people to use native plants, 
connect them to appropriate 
resources.

Certified Natural Shoreline Professionals installing a natural shoreline on Maple Lake in Paw Paw, 
June 2013.
Photo: Erin Fuller
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#7 WATERCRAFT ORDINANCES

AKA: Boating control ordinances, local watercraft 
controls

As more development occurs around lakes 
and lake cottages become year-round homes, 
boating and other recreational activities on 
inland lakes will increase. In addition, the size, 
number and speed of watercraft have greatly 
increased over the years thus potentially creating 
a conflict between users and property owners.  
Local governments can work with the Department 
of Natural Resources to establish watercraft 
control ordinances to address conflict between 
high speed boaters, water skiers, swimmers, 
fisherman, and others. Watercraft ordinances 
are generally adopted in accordance with 
provisions of Part 801 of Act 451 of 1994, the Natural Resources and Environmental Protection Act, 
based on an identified safety concern or problem. For example, an ordinance could set hours for 
water skiing, prohibit motorboats (entirely or in certain sensitive areas), or require no-wake speed. 
Local governments can also set limits on motorized to non-motorized watercraft ratios. For more 
information, contact the DNR Marine Safety Program. 

 “Launching and docking boats on inland lakes 
are “activities,” and the number of boats that 

can be launched or docked is very much akin to 
a parking regulation on a residential street. It 

follows that since township parking regulations 
on residential streets are within the scope of a 

township’s regulatory police power, a township 
regulation of docking and launching boats on its 

inland lake is within the same scope of regulatory 
police power.” [Square Lake Hills Condominium 

Association v. Bloomfield Township, 1991]

 324.80108 Regulations of waterborne vehicles; exclusive diving, fishing, swimming or water ski areas; 
special local regulations. 

Sec. 80108. The department may regulate the operation of vessels, water skis, water sleds, aquaplanes, 
surfboards, or other similar contrivances on the waters of this state. Where special regulations are 
determined necessary, the department may establish vessel speed limits; prohibit the use of vessels, 
water skis, water sleds, aquaplanes, surfboards, or other similar contrivances; restrict the use of vessels, 
water skis, water sleds, aquaplanes, surfboards, or other similar contrivances by day and hour; establish 
and designate areas restricted solely to boating, skin or scuba diving, fishing, swimming, or water skiing; 
and prescribe any other regulations relating to the use or operation of vessels, water skis, water sleds, 
aquaplanes, surfboards, or other similar contrivances that will assure compatible use of state waters and 
best protect the public safety. The department shall prescribe special local regulations in such a manner 
as to make the regulations uniform with other special local regulations established on other waters of this 
state insofar as is reasonably possible. 

[from Part 801 of Act 451 of 1994: http://tinyurl.com/hwxobo7]
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Example from Chippewa 
County:
ANDRUS LAKE - WC-17-15-001 - Hours of 
Operation--Exceeding Slow--No Wake Speed

On the waters of Andrus Lake, Whitefish 
Township, Chippewa County, it is unlawful for 
the operator of a vessel to exceed a slow-
no wake speed between the hours of 4 pm 
and 11 am.

Slow—no wake speed means a very slow 
speed whereby the wake or wash created 
by the vessel would be minimal.

The boundaries of the area described 
above shall be marked with signs and/or 
with buoys that are purchased, posted and 
maintained by the Township.  All buoys must 
be placed as provided in a permit issued by 
the Department of Natural Resources and 
be in conformance with the State Uniform 
Waterway Marking System.

KINROSS LAKE - R281.717.8 - Slow--no wake speed.

On the waters of Kinross lake, section 25, town 45 north, range 2 west, Kinross township, 
Chippewa county, it is unlawful for the operator of a vessel to exceed a slow--no wake speed.

MUNISCONG RIVER - R281.717.10 - Slow--no wake 
speed.

On the waters of the Munuscong river, located 
within sections 13, 14 and 15, T44N, R1E, Pickford 
township, Chippewa county, it is unlawful for the 
operator of a vessel to exceed a slow--no wake 
speed.

WAISKA RIVER - R281.717.9 - Slow--no wake speed.

On that portion of the Waiska river located in 
sections 2, 4, 5, 9, 10 and 11, T46N, R2W, Superior 
township, Chippewa county, it is unlawful for the 
operator of a vessel to exceed a slow--no wake 
speed.

Community Examples:

Municipality County

Porter Township Cass County

Springvale Township Emmet County

Grand Traverse County Grand Traverse   
 County

Glen Arbor Township Leelanau County

City of Orchard Lake Oakland County 
Village

Want to know more?
For a detailed legal perspective of watercraft 

ordinances, see “On-Lake Regulations” by Cliff Bloom: 
http://www.mymlsa.org/on-lake-regulations

Photo: Michigan DNR
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#8 LAKE ACCESS REGULATIONS  

The Michigan Supreme Court has 
upheld the statutory authority of local 
governments to regulate keyhole 
development to protect public health, 
safety, and welfare. 

1. In Square Lake Hills 
Condominium Association v 
Bloomfield Township, 437 Mich 
310 (1991), the Supreme Court 
concluded “... the delegated 
police power authority in the 
township ordinance act enables 
townships to regulate docking and 
launching boats for the protection 
of the health, safety, and welfare 
of persons and property within 
their communities.”

2. In Hess v West Bloomfield 
Township, 439 Mich 550 (1992) 
the Michigan Supreme Court 
concluded regulation of riparian 
rights, such as dockage of boats, 
is within the township’s zoning 
power. 

AKA: Keyhole development, Anti-funneling, Riparian lot 
use regulations

One way local governments can address lake 
access and overcrowding conflicts is through limiting 
keyhole developments. Keyhole development, 
also called funnel development, occurs when a 
lakefront lot is used to provide lake access to a larger 
development (like condominiums, campgrounds, or 
planned unit developments) located away from the 
lake. This development of a large parcel that has a 
relatively small, narrow frontage on a body of water 
can mean heavier use of the lake than is typical from 
a single family lot. Conflicts that can arise from these 
developments include increased boating traffic, 
increased shoreline erosion from boat wakes, water 
quality impacts, noise, and navigation issues.

Keyhole development regulations can be added to 
an existing zoning ordinance or adopted as a separate 
police power ordinance. Local governments should be 
careful not to prohibit keyhole developments entirely 
and to use proper justification when developing 
standards. Establishing lot width requirements for access 
per dwelling unit and limiting the number of watercraft 
per dock are two options for local governments.

Though the courts have stated that township 
ordinances are valid there still needs to be a logical 
basis for the restrictions.  Simple frontage-based 
standards have been upheld in court (see Court of Appeals cases Yankee Springs Township v Fox 
(October 12, 2004; No. 249045), and Jones v Genoa Township (October 25, 2002; No. 231537) 
however providing  a scientific basis for such standards offers the best legal defense.  Completing 
a lake carrying capacity analysis is one way to provide a basis for clearly defined standards. The 
“lake carrying capacity” is defined as the maximum number of boats that can be operated on a 
lake without compromising safety, recreational use and water quality.  

A lake carrying capacity analysis evaluates lake physical characteristics, use characteristics 
(i.e. number of homes, moored boats, access sites, boating activity), environmental impacts and 
useable lake area. A recreational carrying capacity study can establish a framework for decision 
making and provide a basis for regulatory action [Excerpted from the Four Townships Recreational 
Carrying Capacity Study: http://www.ftwrc.org/publications/Carryingcapacity.pdf].
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Things to Consider
• Need an assumption of validity to 

back up ordinance. Consider a 
“carrying capacity” analysis.

• Ordinance should clearly articulate 
standards and address a specific, 
defined need

• Be careful of a “one size fits all” 
approach that applies to all water 
bodies in a community. Make sure 
there is proper documentation of 
existing and potential problems 
specific to each lake  

Community Examples:

Municipality County

Wayland Township Allegan County

Yankee Springs Township Barry County

Eveline Township Charlevoix County

Hayes Township Charlevoix County

Lincoln Township Clare County

Genoa Township Livingston County

Porter Township Van Buren County

Want to know more?
Several documents can help you know 

more about carrying and recreational 
capacity analysis.

The publication developed by the Planning 
and Zoning Center, Inc. titled Regulating 
Keyhole Development: Carrying Capacity 
Analysis & Ordinances Providing Lake 
Access Regulations offers a useful method 
for determining carrying capacity. This also 
includes model ordinance language to 
regulate boat access. Hardcopies of the 
document can be ordered by contacting 
Planning & Zoning News at 517-886-0555 or  
wyckoff@pznews.net.

Several analyses were commissioned by 
the Four Townships Water Resources Council 
and can be found on their website.   
www.ftwrc.org 

• Four Townships Recreational Carrying 
Capacity Study: Pine, Upper Crooked, Gull 
and Sherman Lakes. (http://www.ftwrc.org/
publications/Carryingcapacity.pdf)

• Little Long Lake Recreational and 
Environmental Carrying Capacity Study 
(http://www.ftwrc.org/publications/
littlelonglakerecc.pdf)

Model Ordinance Examples: Upper Rabbit River Model Ordinances (http://tinyurl.com/jhwazjx)

Example from Genoa Township, 
Livingston County: 

Standards: Waterfront sites dedicated to common 
use for boat launching and docking shall conform in 
all respects to the area and bulk requirements of the 
districts which they are located. In addition, common 
use riparian lots shall have the following minimum lot 
dimensions: 

(a) Such riparian lot shall have a minimum of fifty 
(50) feet of riparian frontage for each non-
riparian lot served. Riparian frontage shall be 
measured by a straight line which intersects 
each side lot line at the water’s edge. 
Artificially created shoreline may not be used 
to increase the calculated riparian frontage. 

(b) Such riparian lot or parcel shall have a 
minimum lot depth of 100 feet, measured as 
the minimum distance between the water’s 
edge and the lot line which is opposite the 
water’s edge. 

(c) The deed to such lot or parcel shall specify the 
non riparian lots or parcels which shall have 
rights to its use. 

(d) All structures and appurtenances shall comply 
with the requirements of Section 11.04.05 
(Waterfront Accessory Structures) 

[from Section 13.03 of the Genoa Township Zoning 
Ordinance]
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AKA: Invasive species ordinances, Phragmites ordinances

Aquatic invasive plants and animals like zebra mussels, 
Eurasian water milfoil and phragmites pose a significant threat 
to Michigan’s inland lakes. Once introduced into a water body, 
they affect water quality and impact recreation. The best defense 
for Michigan’s aquatic ecosystems is a good preventive offense. 
If every boater spent a few minutes inspecting, cleaning, and 
drying their watercraft and trailer, the risk of spreading invasive 
species would be significantly reduced. 

State laws prohibit the movement of aquatic species between 
lakes. However, sometimes local ordinances can be useful in 
helping to prevent the spread of existing aquatic invasive species 
or the introduction of new species. These ordinances protect 
public health, safety and welfare, prevent water pollution and 
protect habitat.  

Several townships in Michigan have 
enacted ordinances that require the 
washing of boats and trailers when they 
are moved from one lake to the next 
and prohibit emptying of bait boxes and 
aquariums into local waterways. Several 
communities have also enacted ordinances 
that allow them to survey and manage 
Phragmites, an invasive wetland grass.

An important component of this effort 
is education: some communities provide 
watercraft washing stations and signage 
educating boaters on how to prevent 
the spread of invasive species. For more 
information on boat washing, contact the 
Michigan Lake and Stream Association’s 
Clean Boats, Clean Waters Program  
(http://www.mymlsa.org/cbcw).

#9 INVASIVE SPECIES ORDINANCES

By Michigan Law:
It is illegal to place a boat, 

boating equipment, or boat 
trailer in the water if the boat, 
equipment or trailer has an 
aquatic plant attached. 

Boaters are required to drain 
all bilges and live wells when 
leaving a water body. 

Moving many fish and 
baitfish species from one water 
body to another is prohibited.

Community Examples:

Municipality County

Elk Rapids Township  Antrim County

Crystal Lake Township Benzie County

Benzonia Township Benzie County

Eveline Township  Charlevoix County

Hayes Township Charlevoix County

Peaine & St. James Charlevoix County 
Townships [Beaver Island]

Emmet County Emmet County

Peninsula Township Grand Traverse   
 County

Empire Township  Leelanau County

Glen Arbor Township Leelanau County

Orion Township Oakland County
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Example from Glen Arbor and Empire Townships:
Section 3. Prohibited Conduct. 

It shall be unlawful for anyone to knowingly introduce any aquatic nuisance into any waters of 
the Glen Lake Watershed in Glen Arbor Township. 

Section 4. Launching watercraft.

It shall be unlawful for any person to launch any watercraft into any township water body unless 
such watercraft has been washed in such a manner so as to clear it of any aquatic nuisances; 
provided, however, that watercraft which have been out of any water bodies for the ten days 
immediately preceding such launching do not have to be washed before launching into a 
township water body so long as any live wells and bilges have been cleaned and water has been 
blown out of the engine of any such watercraft. 

Section 5. Trailers; related equipment. 

It shall be unlawful for any person to place any watercraft trailer, motor or related equipment into 
any township water body unless such trailer, motor or related equipment has been washed in such 
a manner so as to clear it of any aquatic nuisances; provided, however, that watercraft which 
have been out of any water bodies for the ten days immediately preceding such placement do 
not have to be washed before placement into a township water body. 

Section 6. Emptying bait boxes or aquariums. 

It shall be unlawful for any person to empty any bait box or aquarium into any of the waters in 
the Glen Lake Watershed within the township. 

Section 7. Enforcement. 

A violation of this ordinance is a municipal civil infraction and shall be enforced in the manner 
provided by Chapter 87 of the revised Judicature Act [MCL 600.8701 et seq]. Violations of this 
ordinance shall be enforced by the township Ordinance Enforcement Officer who is authorized to 
issue municipal civil infraction notices and citations pursuant to the authority of and as provided in 
applicable state law. 

Section 8. Sanctions. 

A violation of this ordinance is a municipal civil infraction and any person or firm found 
responsible for such violation shall be subject to a maximum civil fine of $500.00 plus costs. 
Commencing thirty (30) days after receiving notice of a violation, unless said violation is abated, 
each day the violation continues shall constitute a separate violation of this ordinance.

More information can be found at 
the Glen Lake Association website:

www.glenlakeassociation.org

Education Support:
• Ordinance signage is posted at road 

ends and at the Glen Lake Boat Launch. 

• Two permanent boat wash locations are 
staffed by the Glen Lake Association.
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Statewide Boat Wash Information
Location Mobile? Operator
Lake Antoine, Dickinson County Yes Wild Rivers Invasive Species Coalition (unit   

  moves around Dickinson Co., but is often at   
  Lake Antoine)

Higgins Lake, Roscommon County  No Higgins Lake Property Owners Association   
  (permanent systems at both North and South  
  Higgins Lake State Park) 

Manistee County Yes Manistee County Planning Dept.

Paradise Lake, Emmet County No Paradise Lake Improvement Board

Glen Lake, Leelanau County No Glen Lake Association (located at DNR   
  boating access site on Little Glen Lake,   
  staffed 6am-7pm by students paid through   
  Glen Lake Association)

Hagerman Lake No US Forest Service

Iron County Yes Iron Conservation District

Lake Gogebic, Gogebic County Yes Lake Gogebic Association

Crystal Lake, Benzie County No Crystal Lake & Watershed Association    
  (at DNR boating access site; washing is   
  required by ordinance in Crystal    
  Lake and Benzonia Townships)

Keweenaw County Yes Keweenaw Bay Indian Community

Muskegon River Watershed Yes Muskegon River Watershed Assembly

Houghton Lake area Yes Muskegon River Watershed Assembly

NE lower peninsula Yes Huron Pines

Gogebic County – Various sites Yes Invasive Species Control Coalition of    
  Watersmeet (3 total boat washes)

Upper Crooked Lake, Barry County N/A Upper Crooked Lake/Delton Crooked Lake   
  Association

Photo: Erin Fuller
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Example from Hayes Township, Charlevoix County:
Section 4.  Phragmites Inspection; Written Report; Right to Access Property; Consent; 

Administrative Search Warrant.

Unless the Township Board directs otherwise, the Phragmites administrator shall annually conduct 
an inspection of all Lake Michigan and Lake Charlevoix shoreline property within the Township for 
the purposes of identifying all parcels on which a Phragmites infestation is present.  The Phragmites 
administrator shall submit a written report of his or her findings to the Township Board no later than 
the Township Board’s regular June meeting.  The Phragmites administrator shall have the right to 
access all shoreline property within the Township for the purpose of conducting the Phragmites 
inspection.  However, before entering onto a parcel to conduct the inspection the Phragmites 
administrator shall obtain written consent from the property owner for any such inspection.  If the 
property owner fails to provide written consent to the Phragmites administrator of the physical 
inspection of the parcel, then the Phragmites administrator shall not enter onto the parcel, 
unless authorized to do so by an administrative search warrant issued by a court of competent 
jurisdiction.

Section 7.  Application to DEQ for Phragmites Treatment Permit; Permit Fee.     

After the Township Board has determined which parcel(s) shall be included in the Phragmites 
eradication zone for that year, the Phragmites administrator or his/her representative shall apply 
to the Michigan Department of Environmental Quality (DEQ) for a permit authorizing Phragmites 
treatment on the parcels within the Phragmites eradication zone.  Any fee charged by the DEQ for 
such Phragmites treatment permit shall be paid for as determined by the Township Board.

Photo: Randy Robertson
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#10 SEPTIC SYSTEM ORDINANCES 

AKA: Point of Sale (POS), Time of Sale/Transfer (TOST), 
Mandatory septic inspection or pumping

Michigan is the only state without a statewide sanitary 
code…meaning it is left up to counties or townships to set 
standards. In Michigan, the public health code charges local 
health departments with developing and implementing codes 
regarding water wells and septic systems. Local communities 
around the state are beginning to pass Time of Sale/Transfer 
(TOST) septic ordinances (also called Point of Sale, or POS). 
Time of Sale/Transfer ordinances which require local inspection 
of well and septic systems prior to the sale of a property. 
These are designed to identify well and septic systems that 
are no longer functioning as designed (or were installed 
without regard to the code) and then require corrective action 
if necessary. Older systems, which may not meet current 
codes, are typically grandfathered in as long as they are still 
functioning. However, if a system is determined to be failing 
then repair or replacement is required. There are other policy 
options that can be considered as well such as a mandatory 
inspection or a mandatory pumping ordinance. 

Septic systems require proper maintenance by the 
homeowner. Some homeowners, however, may not be aware 
of the necessary maintenance and may not realize they have 
a problem until a failure occurs and sewage backs up into 
the house. Failing septic systems can cause a public health 
hazard by introducing human pathogens into the environment 
and contaminating home water wells. Failing septic systems 
near lakes, stream, and wetlands will have negative impacts 
such as leaching phosphorus and nitrogen into those waters leading to 
excessive plant growth, depletion of dissolved oxygen, and eutrophication.

Things to Consider
• A Time of Sale Ordinance is not 

a comprehensive approach to 
finding septic system failures, as 
it will not address properties that 
are not being transferred or sold. 
However, a sale or transfer of 
property provides an opportune 
time to identify and address 
issues associated with failing 
systems.  

• This ordinance can ensure that 
septic systems are evaluated 
by qualified people, as most 
ordinances require standards or 
training for inspectors.  

• Another approach is to require 
all homeowners in a district to 
provide the municipality proof 
that their septic system has been 
inspected every three years.  
However, this approach requires 
much more administrative 
capacity at the municipal level. 

The Septic Question report, completed by Tip of the Mitt Watershed Council 
(http://tinyurl.com/hx4ed3w), closely examines septic system policies for 
the entire Lake Charlevoix watershed, identifies problems, and examines 
potential ways to solve them. This includes specific policy options for local 
units of government to consider including Time of Sale/Transfer ordinances, a 
mandatory inspection ordinance and a mandatory pumping ordinance. It also 
includes the results of interviews from different communities on how the policies 
are working. 
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Septic Failure Rates
State officials estimate 10 percent 

of septic systems are failing across 
Michigan. Communities with Time 
of Sale /Transfer ordinances are 
reporting higher failure rates and 
finding some residences with no 
septic system at all.

Barry-Eaton Health Department 
implemented their TOST ordinance 
in November 2007. In the first three 
years of their program they found 
26% of evaluated sites to have failing 
or non-existent septic systems.  It was 
estimated that 26.7 million gallons of 
sewage was kept from entering local 
waterways through corrections.

Example from Barry and Eaton Counties:
Regulations Governing On-site Sewage and On-Site Water Supply System Evaluation and 

Maintenance in Barry and Eaton County, Michigan:  

These Regulations are adopted to protect the quality of water resources, on-site water supplies 
and the natural environment and to protect the public health by providing an evaluation and 
maintenance program for on-site sewage systems and on-site water supply systems in Barry 
and Eaton County by: (1) regulating the sale or transfer of parcels containing on-site sewage 
systems or on-site water supply systems; (2) regulating on-site sewage system and on-site water 
supply system evaluations; (3) regulating alternative on-site sewage system evaluations and 
maintenance and (4) effecting compliance with the provisions of the Public Health Code. It is 
not the intent of this Regulation to cause existing functional systems, which do not meet current 
construction standards, and in the case of on-site water supply systems, which are not subject 
to contamination, to be brought into compliance with such standards.  The regulations outline in 
detail responsibilities of the health department and owners, types and frequency of evaluations, 
evaluator requirements, appeals, compliance and enforcement, fees and penalties. This program 
maintains a list of certified evaluators and specific requirements to be on this list. 

Community Examples:

Municipality County

Milton Township Antrim County

Barry County Barry County

Benzie County Benzie County

Eaton County Eaton County

Long Lake Township  Grand Traverse   
 County

Manistee County Manistee County

Kalkaska County Kalkaska County

Glen Arbor Township Leelanau County

Village of Empire Leelanau County

Manistee County Manistee County

Springfield Township  Oakland County

Shiawassee County Shiawassee County

Washtenaw County Washtenaw County
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#11 WETLAND ORDINANCES

Protecting wetlands within a community can significantly contribute to lake protection. Wetlands 
protect water quality, prevent shoreline/streambank erosion, control flooding and stormwater, and 
recharge ground water. They also provide habitat and opportunities for recreation and property 
value enhancement. Michigan law (Part 303, Wetlands Protection, of the Natural Resources and 
Environmental Protection, 1994 PA 451, as amended) makes it possible for communities to regulate 
wetlands by ordinance, in addition to state regulation, if certain criteria are met. 

These criteria include:

• A wetland ordinance cannot require a permit for activities exempted from regulation under Part 303.

• A wetland ordinance must use the same wetland definition as in Part 303.

• Local units of government must publish a wetland inventory before adopting a wetland ordinance.

• Local units of government that adopt wetland ordinances must notify the DEQ.

• To help communities enact their own ordinances to supplement the State program a model wetlands 
ordinance was developed that is consistent with the State law. This ordinance provides a legally 
sound tool to protect wetlands locally.

Model Wetland Ordinance Information:
DEQ Wetlands Protection www.mi.gov/wetlands.

Protecting Michigan’s Wetlands: A Guide for Local Governments 

Protecting Your Community’s Wetlands: Local Wetland Ordinances 

Frequently Asked Questions Regarding Local Wetland Ordinances 

Sample Local Wetland Ordinance

Forty-four communities in Michigan have adopted a local wetland ordinance. The Huron River 
Watershed Council surveyed communities that enacted a local wetland ordinance and found: 

1. Most developers elect to design their projects away from wetland to avoid the permitting 
process altogether.

2. Townships surveyed indicated that they experienced very little controversy after enactment of 
an ordinance.

3. Many developers find that the value of a developed parcel increases if it contains a protected 
wetland.

4. Ordinance administration costs were minimal because the applicant typically covers them 
through permit fees.
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Things to Consider
• This option is very effective for protecting wetlands that are not protected by state and 

federal laws.

• Wetland ordinances will require additional administrative and enforcement capacity; usually 
the municipality creates an additional committee or administrative procedure to ensure 
implementation and enforcement occurs.

• This option has some additional costs such as mailing letters to landowners.  

Photo: Erin Fuller

Example from Fabius Township, St. 
Joseph County:

Fabius Township’s wetland ordinance includes protection 
for “locally protected wetlands,” expanding from what is 
protected under state law. 

“Locally protected wetlands means any of the following: 

1. Any wetlands regardless of size, contiguous to a river, 
canal, creek, stream, lake or pond including wetlands 
which are two acres or less in size; 

2. Specially designated wetlands determined by the 
Township Board to be essential to the preservation 
of the natural resources from pollution, impairment 
or destruction according to the criteria as set forth in 
section 10-102(c) (Review standards and criteria)

3. In making this determination, the Township Board must 
find one or more of the following functions applies to 
the particular site: 

a. It supports state or federal endangered or 
threatened plants, fish or wildlife;

b. It meets the Township’s criteria for a unique 
ecosystem;

c. It serves as an important water storage or 
groundwater recharge area.”

[from Chapter 10, Article II – Wetlands Protection of the 
Fabius Township Code of Ordinances]

Other options that can be considered for protecting wetlands include ordinances for site plan review, 
natural features setback, and soil and sedimentation control and floodplain management. 
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The success of lake-protective ordinances in your 
community may depend on how educated residents 
are about the issues that affect your lakes. A public 
education campaign can help gain community 
support and understanding both prior to and after 
implementing any land use planning changes.  

A public education campaign helps people 
understand the problem and solutions in order to 
increase compliance with regulations and standards. 
An effective outreach campaign has well-defined 
steps to help you create a successful message that is 
tailored for the audience that you want to reach.

The first part of developing an effective education 
plan will be to establish goals and objectives that 
will guide your focus and create action steps. Your 
objectives should be specific about what you want to 
achieve.  Is your objective just to provide information 
and create awareness or do you also want to 
encourage an action in your target audience?  

Once your goals and objectives are developed 
you will then need to consider your target audiences 
(the groups of people you want to reach) and the 
message you want to convey to each. You may have 
more than one target audience and they can vary 
depending on the ordinance. Examples of potential 
target audiences are:

A target audience group may also need to be further clarified to help direct your actions.  For 
example:

Homeowners is a general target audience group. If you want to increase natural vegetation at 
lakeshores you may have a couple of different sub-groups such as “Lakeshore Property Owners” and 
“Prospective Lakeshore Property Owners.” This narrows the audience down to a smaller number of 
people compared to everyone in the municipality. 

Before ordinances are adopted: provide 
education about lake health and lake issues

After ordinances are adopted: provide 
education to promote compliance with the 
ordinance

Chapter 3
Education for Success

Want to know more?
For more details on enforcement of 

ordinances see Chapter 6: Recipe for 
Community Success in Protecting Michigan’s 
Inland Lakes: A Guide for Local Governments.

Visit visit http://tinyurl.com/hbp9yum.

Developing an Outreach 
Campaign 
Step 1: Develop goals and objectives

Step 2: Identify the different target 
audiences

Step 3: What is the message? 

Step 4: How will you get the message 
out?

Step 5: Get the message out

Step 6: Evaluate: Is it working?

Step 7:  What next? 
 
Modified from Getting in Step: A Guide for Conducting a Watershed 
Outreach Campaign.

• Homeowners

• Realtors

• Developers

• Landscapers

• Boaters
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Your message and how get your message out can also 
vary depending on your target audience. Some examples 
of different outreach methods include: 

• Press releases to local media outlets

• Newsletters or newsletter articles

• Letters

• Signs

• Fliers

• Door hangers

• Websites

• Social media

• Online videos

• Workshops

• Field days/walks

• Training programs

• Checklists

 

The Glen Lake Association uses this sign (method) to inform boat 
launch users (target audience) about boat washing and why it is 
important (goal and objective, message)

The Emmet County Property Owner Permit Guide prepared by Tip 
of the Mitt Watershed Council helps people understand when a 
permit is needed and where to go for help.
http://tinyurl.com/j4hl536

Examples of different educational 
pieces that communities have used to 
inform people about different aspects 
of their ordinances:
• Synopsis of Information Relating to Construction on 

Lakeshore Property – Fabius Township    
http://tinyurl.com/gr6s5xp

• Press Release - “Fabius Township Actively Enforces Its 
Wetland Ordinance”(Fabius Township):   
http://tinyurl.com/z74bhrn

• Flowchart - “Do I need a Permit” (Fabius Township):  
http://tinyurl.com/gpyxeyz

• Website - Springfield Charter Township:   
http://tinyurl.com/glxcn3x
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Evaluation is an important component of an outreach 
campaign. This process will help you determine if what you are 
doing is working and to also identify any changes that could help 
you be more effective.  The Barry-Eaton District Health Department 
implemented a Time of Sale or Transfer (TOST) ordinance in 2007. 
They created an evaluation report one year after their TOST 
program was implemented and a summary of the program after 
three years.  Both of these showed that the program was indeed 
working to reduce sewage from on-site waste systems from getting 
into waterways. However, they were also able to identify needed 
improvements and incorporate those into the program. Results 
are posted on their website and the public was informed about 
improvements through a press release. 

Developing an outreach campaign may seem a bit daunting at first but there are many partner 
organizations that can assist with developing and implementing education campaigns, or have 
information that can support your efforts. Some examples of these are:

Remember that there isn’t one right way to do an outreach campaign, and there are many 
examples from other communities to get you started. The most important thing is to have a clear goal 
and clear steps to getting there. 

From the Barry-Eaton District Health Department Time of 
Sale or Transfer website

Signage posted at a shoreline planting in the Village of Paw Paw, Van Buren County An example of signage used to inform people about 
the importance of natural vegetation and city ordinance 
provisions.

• Local watershed groups

• Conservation Districts

• Lake associations

• MSU Extension

• Michigan Natural Shoreline 
Partnership

• Regional planning agencies
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Chapter 4
Community Highlights

A variety of people were interviewed as part of this 
project – township officials, planning commission 
members, citizen activists – to provide a local 
perspective and insight into accomplishments and 
challenges. During these interviews a common thread 
became apparent: it usually only takes a few people 
to enact change at the local level, if those people are passionate, knowledgeable and persistent.
If you are reading this, YOU might be the catalyst your community needs to use the tools in this 
guidebook to protect the inland lakes in your community. 

Following are highlights from a variety of communities in Michigan. It’s important to note that these 
communities run the gamut in size, median household income, population density, etc. Communities 
that enact lake-protective ordinances may look different, but they all share a passion for protecting 
Michigan’s lakes.

Albert Township, Montmorency County
http://www.alberttownship.com/Zoning%20Ordinance.htm

Lake Protection Options:  Green Belt District (Article IV, Section 4.12)

Description: Albert Township has a Green Belt District, the purpose 
of which is “to provide the most desirable residential areas while 
preserving the existing quality of the lakes and streams in Albert 
Township, Montmorency County. The Green Belt District shall extend 
four hundred (400) feet from the river’s edge on both sides of the 
river or from the lake’s ordinary high water mark or edge of canal or 
channel.” 

Selected features of the district:
• Minimum lot size is 20,000 feet

• The waterfront setback for any buildings is determined by the 
average setback of all dwellings within three hundred (300) feet 
of both sides of the property in question, but in no case shall it be 
closer than seventy-five (75) feet of the ordinary high water mark.

• Within thirty-five (35) feet of the ordinary high water mark, the use of 
concrete or other impervious surface pavements shall be limited to 
walkways necessary for water access or boat launch ramps.

• Naturally occurring trees, shrubs and vegetation shall be maintained and enhanced along the 
banks of the rivers, streams, natural ponds and lakes in this District for a width of 35 feet inland from 
the ordinary high water mark.

• Disposal fields and septic tanks shall not be closer than one hundred (100) feet from the ordinary 
high water mark.

Population (2010 Census): 
2,526 people 

Median household income 
(2010 Census): $37,568

“Never doubt that a small group of 
thoughtful, committed citizens can 

change the world; indeed, it’s the only 
thing that ever has.” – Margaret Mead
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Interview: Roger Cohoe (Zoning Administrator) [edited slightly for clarity and brevity]
“This ordinance first came into being in 1974 and has 

been modified over the years. A lot of the push came 
from the Twin Lakes Property Owners Association and we 
started getting a lot of people that had concerns. We 
had one person in particular who was instrumental in 
getting this in place – he was very knowledgeable as 
well as vocal.

Our goal is compliance, not to fine people huge 
amounts, so we try to work with people. Violators receive a letter advising them of their violation, and 
they are given a deadline by which to comply. If they still haven’t complied, a second letter is sent. 
Then, a civil infraction violation is issued and it will go to court. To date, the court has backed our 
ordinances and required compliance.”

City of Orchard Lake Village, Oakland County
http://www.cityoforchardlake.com 

Lake Protection Options: Woodland, Tree, Natural Features and 
Vegetation Preservation Ordinance; Natural Features Setback; 
Retaining wall restrictions; Natural Features and Open Space 
Protection;  Landscaping restrictions. 

Selected features:
• Waterfront building setbacks of 55 - 75 feet, depending on the 

district; 35 foot setbacks for other structures such as play equipment 

• Retaining and landscape wall restrictions:  no wall shall be located 
closer than 35 feet to the water’s edge 

• Has maximum lot coverage allowances of 12.5% - 25%, depending 
on the district

• Residential districts have open space requirements of 55-70%

• Fertilizer may only be applied between April 1st and November 
17th. To protect water quality, no fertilizer may be applied within 35 
feet of a lake or wetlands without a permit from the City. 

• No landscaping work is allowed within 35 feet of a lake or wetlands 
without a permit from the City. 

• No trees greater than 9 inches in diameter can be cut without a 
permit.

Interview: Gerry McCallum (Director of City Services) [edited 
slightly for clarity and brevity]

How did the process get started? Several council members were very environmentally sensitive. 
They lived on the water and wanted to protect the environmental aspects of the City.

Who was at the table? Mainly the environmental consultant and a committee made up of several 
council members.

Population (2010 Census): 
2,215

Median household income 
(2010 Census): $153,289 

The City of Orchard Lake 
Village contains only four 
square miles, of which 
forty-two (42%) percent is 
occupied by open water.

“Our primary attraction is our lakes and we 
are a resort community. People don’t always 
like the things that the greenbelt requires, 

but we are slowly getting people to realize the 
importance of it.”
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Who was the opposition? Some landowners that didn’t 
understand the benefits.

How did you deal with opposition? There have been 
some alterations to the ordinance over time to take different 
perspectives into account.

What were the communities’ goals? Our gem is our water; 
protect our water. 

Did you do any education in advance or alongside ordinance enactment? We publish articles 
in newsletters and on the City’s website.

What kind of enforcement actions do you use? We want to achieve compliance, so we try to work 
with landowners. We give a notice of violation then a second notice. Then we issue a ticket and it goes 
to district court.  Want to achieve 
compliance. Try to work with the 
landowners. 

Cost associated with lake-
protective ordinances? 
Applicants bear all costs.

Excerpt from the Woodland, 
Tree, Natural Features and 
Vegetation Preservation 
Ordinance:

“The purpose of this Ordinance 
is to provide for the paramount 
concern of protecting the City’s 
natural resources and to promote 
the health, safety, and general 
welfare of the residents of the City, 
and to provide for the protection, 
preservation, and conservation of the City’s 1) Lakes, 2) Wetlands, 3) Woodland Systems, 4) Natural 
Corridors, 5) Protected Trees, 6) Lakeside Vegetation and 7) Natural Features by providing a planting 
and reforestation program, and by managing and protecting the following environmental qualities: 

(A) Ecology. Provide for the protection, preservation, replacement, and proper maintenance and 
use of woodland systems in order to maintain ongoing natural processes such as water cycling, 
nutrient cycling, and photosynthesis/transpiration; to minimize disturbance and structural 
changes to vegetative cover; and to minimize damage from erosion, siltation, wind throw and 
disease. 

(B) Forestry. Prohibit the unregulated cutting of trees or harvesting of forest products; to establish a 
permit process that will regulate the cutting of trees and harvesting of forest products; and to 
prescribe the review process for the issuance of tree cutting and harvesting permits. 

(C) Aesthetic character. Protect the City’s woodland systems and trees in order to maintain and 
improve their current and future visual character, not only for residential areas and home sites, 
but also as natural settings for development in all zoning districts. Such protection will provide 
the economic support of local property values that occurs when woodland systems are 

Photo: City of Orchard Lake Village

“There are a lot of properties that are 
manicured down to the lake – it’s an 
educational process to help people 

understand that type of landscaping may 
not be good for the lake.”
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allowed to remain uncleared and/or unharvested for their natural beauty, wilderness character, 
and ecological or historical significance. 

(D) Conservation. Protect the reproductive and regenerative capabilities of all trees and woodland 
systems to maintain plant and tree diversity; protect groundwater recharge areas; maintain 
visual screening, windbreak, dust collection, and noise barrier characteristics exhibited by 
woodland systems. 

(E) Wildlife habitats. Protect the existing tree and woodland systems and the environmentally 
sensitive areas in the City in order to limit the loss of existing wildlife habitat, to maximize the 
quality and quantity of woodland corridors available across the City, and to encourage 
habitats suitable for wildlife communities. 

(F) Water quality. Protect the lake and pond water quality by preserving the natural features in 
areas near the water and the wetlands and by controlling development near the water. 

(G) To provide for the paramount public concern for these natural resources in the interest of the 
health, safety, and general welfare of the residents of the City.”

Elk Rapids Township, Antrim County
http://elkrapids.com/Township/15-TwpZoneOrdiance/15-ZO-Complete-10-29-15.pdf

Lake Protection Options: Natural vegetation strip protection, site 
plan requirements for changes within the natural vegetation strip, 
natural shoreline requirements. 

Selected features:
• A strip of natural vegetation shall be maintained paralleling the 

shoreline or streambed and traversing the property in question for 
a depth of twenty-five (25) feet beginning at the edge of surface 
loam soil or a contiguous root system, whichever occurs nearest 
to the shoreline. No land alterations including the removal of tree 
stumps and natural ice dams shall be allowed within this native 
protection strip.

• Landowners must submit a site plan to remove certain shrubs and 
trees or alter the land within the natural vegetation strip

• The shoreline erosion design shall make every effort possible to 
maintain a forested/wooded shoreline character by maintaining 
existing trees and shrubs in the design and construction of the new 
shoreline protection system.

Interview: Len Harrett (Zoning Administrator) [edited slightly  
for clarity and brevity] 

“The ordinance was enacted about 3 years ago. We 
require that shoreline plans be prepared by a professional 
landscape person. We want to make sure sites have been 
credibly engineered. Once we have the comfort of knowing 
the engineer has done the work, then it’s reviewed by the soil 
conservation officer, then by Planning Commission for aesthetics 
and character.  

Population (2010 Census): 
2,631

Median household income            
(2010 Census): $54,688

“The purpose of this ordinance is 
to maintain the rural and natural 

character of our township. This gives 
us an opportunity to guide alterations 

along a shoreline into being 
something more natural.”
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Porter Township, Van Buren County
https://www.municode.com/library/mi/porter_township,_(van_buren_county)/codes/compilation-

general_and_zoning

Lake Protection Options: Environmental [Buffer] Overlay district, 
setback and greenbelt requirements, and maximum impervious 
surface coverage.

Ordinance Description:
The intent of the Environmental Overlay district is to provide a 

level of protection to environmentally sensitive areas beyond that 
which is required in the underlying zoning district. The township 
has identified these sensitive areas through the use of an overlay 
classification. With this method, underlying land use classifications 
aid in determining uses and densities, but the overlay indicates 
that the area is in need of special site plan and development 
considerations. Among these considerations are shoreline buffers, 
deeper setback limits and the need for additional site specific 
studies during site plan review.

Future development should be planned in consideration of the 
natural and aesthetic environment. Minimizing impervious surface 
area, establishing shoreline buffers and setback areas, instituting 
regular septic system inspection, and limiting the application of 
landscape chemicals are suggested mechanisms for conserving the quality of Porter Township’s 
inland waters.

Selected Features:
• Building Setbacks: 75 feet from waterbodies

• Natural vegetation strips required along waterbodies, 25-100 feet.

• Maximum building coverage – 10% of lot

• Maximum total impervious coverage, (including structures) and other impervious surfaces shall 
be 15% of total lot area.

• Site plan review process considers natural features and water quality

• Waterfront lot use (keyhole) ordinance

• Open Space Community Development

Interview: Lisa Phillips (Planning Commission) [edited slightly for clarity and brevity]

How long has the ordinance (s) been in place? We have an environmental overlay that was 
put into our zoning ordinances in about 2009. 

How did the process get started? Master plan came first, then we needed to make our zoning 

Population (2010 Census): 
2,466

Median household income 
(2010 Census): $57,778

We have had 4 or 5 applications since the ordinance was rewritten, and all went pretty well. We do 
not regulate anything in the water (that’s Soil Erosion and Sedimentation Control and DEQ jurisdiction). 
We guide people to look at native plants rather than sod.”



46

match our master plan.

What stakeholders were at the table to help put the ordinances in place? A few interested 
citizens.

Did any professionals or organizations help you through this process? If so, who? No

Was there opposition? No opposition.

What were the communities’ goals? Several goals--farmland preservation, preservation of 
wetlands and natural features.

How did you convince the twp/village/etc board to pay for this? No costs beyond the 
planning commission regular meetings and attorney assistance at the end for public hearing, etc.

Did you do any education in advance or alongside ordinance enactment? No.

Do you feel like your master plan supports your ordinance? Yes, Master Plan drove the 
ordinance changes.

What kind of enforcement actions do you use? We ask that the building inspector be at 
our meetings and talk about the ordinance at that time so hopefully inspector will review when 
building permits are requested.

Are there costs associated with doing this? Initially? Ongoing costs? No

Any other “lessons learned” that would be helpful to share with other townships that 
would like to enact lake-protective ordinances? It is really important that the building 
inspector be part of the process and understand what it all means. We had concerns, not 
necessarily about the environmental ordinance, when a new inspector came in.

Springfield Charter Township, Oakland County
http://tinyurl.com/jgelqfs

Lake Protection Options: Overlay district, setback requirements, 
promotion of the use of native plants, stormwater management and 
impervious surface reductions requirements.  

Some of the natural resource protection policies and planning 
techniques used by Springfield Township are detailed in the 
following documents:

• Springfield Township Master Plan

• Zoning Ordinance

• Design & Construction Standards

• Maintaining Your Detention Basin - A Guidebook for Private 
Owners.

Ordinance Description:
Springfield Township’s planning process places strong emphasis 

on preserving open space and protecting its lands, waters and 
plant and wildlife habitats, while also welcoming compatible 
growth and development. This means that Springfield Township 

Population (2010 Census): 
13,940

Median household income 
(2010 Census): $82,428
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“Since the early 80s, Springfield has 
been involved with protecting and 
preserving our environment. The 

majority of the people who live here 
now live here because of it.”

practices ecosystem planning, which simply means that the Township reviews a development 
proposal with an eye toward its fit and impact on the greater 
natural resource system, not just on what occurs within a 
development’s boundary.

Selected Features:
• Minimum setback of any principal or attached accessory 

structure from the ordinary high-water mark shall be 50 feet.

• Minimum distance of any septic system from the ordinary 
high-water mark shall be 100 feet.

• Landscaping regulations promote the use of native plants and prohibit certain invasive species

• Resource protection overlay district

• Stormwater management provisions designed to treat, prevent, or reduce degradation of water 
quality due to stormwater runoff

• Ordinance promotes impervious surface reduction/infiltration enhancement.

• Cluster housing regulations

Education:
The township has created a Native 

Plants CD-ROM and Homeowner’s 
Series: a searchable database 
containing photos and information 
on more than 230 plants native to 
Springfield. Popular not only with 
Springfield’s back-yard gardeners and 
developers, but also with consultants, 
municipalities and landscape 
architects throughout the Midwest 
and beyond. It is a painless, cost-
effective way to protect our lands and 
waters and have fun while doing it. 
The CD-ROM is available by order from the Springfield Township Clerk’s Office or on loan from the 
Springfield Township Library.

Interview: Collin Walls (Supervisor) [edited slightly  for clarity and brevity]

How long has the ordinance (s) been in place? Natural resource protective ordinances have 
been in place since the early 1980s. Initially there was some lack of understanding, but we focus 
on the importance of the land on which we live: protecting that as well as allowing reasonable 
development.

Was there opposition? Some developers were initially in opposition. Then, a large-lot traditional 
development occurred in a neighboring community at the same time as a cluster development 
was happening in our township. People really liked the look of the cluster development, and the 
retail sales value was 25% higher.

Photo: Springfield Charter Township
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Benzie County
http://www.bldhd.org/sewage-well-evaluation-form

Benzie County in northwest Lower Michigan adopted a Point of 
Sale (POS) ordinance in 1990 over concerns that failing systems 
were degrading the water quality in Crystal Lake. In 2014, Glen 
Arbor Township in neighboring Leelanau County also passed a POS 
ordinance and the Benzie- Leelanau District Health Department 
performs inspections for both of these ordinances.

According to the County Director of Environmental Health, when 
the program started, about 15% of the systems had to be replaced 
or upgraded. By 2008, almost 6,000 inspections later, fewer than 
8% required upgrades.

This program does two things: it informs and educates the 
purchaser of what they will have, upon completion of the sale; and 
it requires upgrading of failing systems, to protect water supplies 
and public health. All code violations are required to be fixed 
within 150 days past the date of sale.

Finally, according to the Health Department, fees are based on 
whether the system has been installed or evaluated since 1990, 
or not. If an installation or evaluation has been done since then, 
the price to the homeowner is about $270. If it was not installed or 
evaluated since then, the price to the homeowner is around $500.

Excerpt of the Benzie-Leelanau District Health Department 
interview:

Generally, how is the ordinance working, as you see it? 
“Success story – a lot of improperly working systems have been 
updated. Because of this ordinance, most people make sure to get an inspection before they 
upgrade their homes with extra bedrooms or other additions.”

How do you educate homeowners and encourage participation? “We deal with 
homeowners who are selling and buying, and also with realtors, so we educate by working with 
the Board of Realtors. Benzie County website has some info and it is improving and will eventually 
include more information there.”

How do you enforce requirements, and what happens if a homeowner does not comply? 
“We utilize our Sanitary Code as enforcement. As often happens with homes built before 1965, 
violations regarding isolation distance trigger the upgrade requirement. Corrections have to be 
done within 150 days after time of sale, and if not, a civil infraction process is begun.”

What are the major drawbacks of the system, as you see it, now that you’ve worked with 
it a few years? “Hard time keeping up with the workload, at times. We also have to track down 
people selling without an inspection being done. However, as time goes on, more people are 
onboard. Family transfers are not exempt – key “problem properties” tend to be passed down 
through the family – so these are not exempt in ordinance.” 

Population (2010 Census): 
17,525

Median household income 
(2010 Census): $47,620

Over 90% of residents in 
Benzie and Leelanau County 
utilize on-site sewage disposal 
and on-site residential water 
supplies.
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What are the best parts of the ordinance? “Just found a well-cap damaged and the water 
was full of insects, so this can now be corrected. That is just one example of a recent inspection 
– in about 50% of the inspections, minor problems are identified and corrected, which prevents 
further damage.”

Have the objectives in the ordinance been achieved? “Yes, it is working.”

[Excerpted from The Septic Question report by the Tip of the Mitt Watershed Council]

Photo: Kirk Halsted Photo: Sarah Saunders
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Appendix A:
Document Review for Water

Resource Protection
Are you protecting wetlands and water resources in your community?

Use this checklist to evaluate your plan and zoning ordinance for protection at the local level.  

Map of existing wetlands, lakes, rivers, streams, 
drains

Map of lost wetlands (filled/drained)

Quantity (acreage) of wetlands (existing and lost)

Narrative description of large wetland complexes, 
lakes, rivers, streams

Discussion of values/benefits of wetlands and 
water resources

Discussion of wetland functional assessment 
(qualitative information)

Wetland and water resources protection goal(s)

Recommended wetland and water resources 
protection policies

Wetland and water resources restoration goal(s)

Recommended restoration policies

Future Land Use Map showing existing wetlands, 
lakes, rivers and streams

Future Land Use Map (FLU) also showing lost 
wetlands

If FLU map has a water quality or surface water  
protection overlay district, it includes wetlands 
along with streams, rivers and lakes

Master/Land Use Plan Elements Addressing Wetland and 
Water Resources Protection

No Somewhat, but could Yes (page #s)  
 be improved (page#s)
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Site Plan Review requires all wetlands and water 
bodies regardless of size to be shown on site plan

Site Plan Review requires existing topography to 
be shown.

Site Plan Review Standards require protection/
minimum impact to wetlands, shorelines and 
water bodies and to utilize existing topography for 
drainage as much as possible

Site Plan Review Standards require Low Impact 
Development techniques (refer to Michigan 
Manual for Low Impact Development for 
guidance)

Coordination - Final local zoning/building permit 
is not issued until county/state/federal permits are 
secured

Open Space Developments* and PUDs are a by-
right option (not requiring special approvals)

Open Space Development* and PUDs explicitly 
require wetlands to be part of open space area

Incentives for Open Space Developments* and 
PUDs offered

Building setbacks for wetlands, streams, rivers and 
lakes with a vegetated buffer

Other:

Other:

Zoning Ordinance Wetland and Water Resource Protection Options

No Somewhat, but could Yes (page #s)  
 be improved (page#s)

*Also referred to as Conservation Subdivisions, Cluster Developments or Conservation Developments

Visit http://www.swmpc.org/Downloads/mp_zo_review_checklist.pdf for a more comprehensive version of this 
checklist.
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1. Local watershed groups: http://www.mi-wea.org/watershed_groups.php 

2. Regional planning agencies: http://www.miregions.com/

3. Crafting a Lake Protection Ordinance: http://yosemite.epa.gov/R10/WATER.
NSF/840a5de5d0a8d1418825650f00715a27/159859e0c556f1c988256b7f007525b9/$FILE/
Crafting%20a%20Lake%20Protection%20Ordinance.pdf

4. EPA Lake Shoreland Protection: http://water.epa.gov/type/lakes/shoreland.cfm 

5. Rural Water Quality Protection Guidebook: http://www.landpolicy.msu.edu/modules.
php?name=Pages&sp_id=664

6. Michigan Low Impact Development manual: http://library.semcog.org/InmagicGenie/DocumentFolder/
LIDManualWeb.pdf

7. Land Use Tools and Techniques: A Handbook for Local Communities, SE Michigan Council of 
Governments: http://semcog.org/publications 

8. Michigan Natural Shoreline Partnership property owner guidebook: http://web2.msue.msu.edu/
bulletins2/product/natural-shoreline-landscapes-on-michigans-inland-lakes-1081.cfm

9. Landscaping for Water Quality: http://www.michigan.gov/documents/deq/wrd-nps-
landscape4wq_401217_7.pdf

10. Four Townships recreational carrying capacity study: http://www.ftwrc.org/publications/
Carryingcapacity.pdf

11. University of Wisconsin Stevens Point Center for Land Use Education: http://www.uwsp.edu/cnr-ap/
clue/Pages/publications-resources/water.aspx

12. Antrim County Local Ordinance Gaps Analysis, Tip of the Mitt Watershed Council: http://www.
watershedcouncil.org/uploads/7/2/5/1/7251350/gaps_analysis_final_web.pdf

13. Charlevoix County Local Ordinance Gaps Analysis, Tip of the Mitt Watershed Council: http://www.
watershedcouncil.org/uploads/7/2/5/1/7251350/charlevoix_gaps_analysis-web.pdf

14. Cheboygan County Local Ordinance Gaps Analysis, Tip of the Mitt Watershed Council: http://www.
watershedcouncil.org/uploads/7/2/5/1/7251350/gapsanalysis-cheboygan-web.pdf

15. Emmet County Local Ordinance Gaps Analysis, Tip of the Mitt Watershed Council: http://www.
watershedcouncil.org/uploads/7/2/5/1/7251350/gapsanalysis-emmetco-web.pdf 

Appendix B:
Additional Resources
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16. Document Review for Water Resource Protection, Southwest Michigan Planning Commission: http://
www.swmpc.org/Downloads/mp_zo_review_checklist.pdf 

17. Recommended Master Plan Elements, Huron River Watershed Council: http://www.hrwc.org/wp-
content/uploads/2015/01/HRWC-Recommended-Master-Plan-Elements.pdf

18. Recommended Zoning Ordinance Elements, Huron River Watershed Council: http://www.hrwc.org/
wp-content/uploads/2015/01/HRWC-Recommended-Zoning-Ordinance-Elements.pdf

19. Shoreline Zoning Protections: Recommendations for the Lake Charlevoix Watershed: http://
www.lakecharlevoixprotection.org/default.asp?pjt=al&tid=1

Photo: Erin Fuller


