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 This report contains results from the 2016 Ottawa Conservation District Natural Resource 
Assessment Survey, information gathered from stakeholder meetings, and an updated 5-year 

Strategic Plan. 

 

Ottawa Conservation District is co-located with The United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) Natural 
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Natural Resource Assessment Report 2016 

Natural Resource Assessment and Strategic Plan 

COUNTY CHARACTERISTICS 
 

Ottawa County has an area of 565 square miles. There are 17 
townships in the county, six cities, and one village. Holland 
is the largest city in the county, with a population of 
approximately 34,000. The western border of the county is 
on 24 miles of Lake Michigan shoreline. The lake’s effect on 
the local climate favors fruit and vegetable production, and 
the landscape and beaches are a draw for tourists. Two state 
parks in the county, Grand Haven State Park, and Holland 
State Park, welcome approximately 1.5 million and 1.9 
million visitors respectively each year. (State of the Ottawa 
County 2015, Alan G. Vanderberg) 

According to the Ottawa County Administrator’s State of 
the County Report, 2015, Ottawa County’s population was 
276,292 and growing. In fact, Ottawa County currently has 
the fastest growing population among Michigan counties. 
U.S Census Bureau estimates indicate the county 
experienced a 6.12% population increase between 2010 and 
2015. (U.S. Census Bureau, Population Division).  

Ottawa County offers residents and visitors many 
opportunities for outdoor recreation on thousands of acres 
of public land. The Ottawa County Parks and Recreation 
Commission owns nearly 7,000 acres of land, used for parks, 
natural areas, and open spaces. Municipalities in the county 
own many more acres of land managed as public parks. The 
Michigan Department of Natural Resources owns and 
stewards Grand Haven State Park, Holland State Park, and 
the southern portion of P.J. Hoffmaster State Park in Ottawa 
County. 

In 2012, Ottawa County had 1,363 farms, on a total of 
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186,154 acres. These statistics reflected a decrease in the number of farms in the county, and an 
increase in the average acreage of each farm. Ottawa County ranked third in Michigan for total 
value of agricultural products sold, and ranked second statewide for value of crops including 
nursery and greenhouse. Ottawa County ranks first in the state for turkey production. (Census of 
Agriculture County Profile, USDA, 2012) 

COUNTY LAND USE  
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DISTRICT ORGANIZATION STRUCTURE 
 
Ottawa Conservation District is organized as a local unit of state government under the Soil 
Conservation District Law (Act 297 of Public Acts of 1937). It is administered by a publicly 
elected board of directors, and operated by a qualified technical and professional staff. The 
District provides information, programs, and services to assist private landowners and 
municipalities with managing land and water resources.  Offices are currently located in the 
United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) service center at the corner of Ferris and US 
31 in Grand Haven Township. Ottawa Conservation District office is co-located with the 
Natural Resource Conservation Service, and values its long-time partnership with NRCS, an 
agency within the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA).  
 

DISTRICT HISTORY 

The Ottawa Conservation 
District was founded in 
1938 by a group of 
landowners concerned 
about serious land erosion 
issues facing the county at 
the time.  Then called the 
West Ottawa Soil 
Conservation District, it 
was first Soil Conservation 
District formed in 
Michigan, as established 
under Michigan Public Act 
237. The original district 
included 7 townships: 

Spring Lake, Grand Haven, Port Sheldon, Park, Crockery, Robinson, and Olive.  

The founding document from the Michigan Department of State names Clarence Reenders, 
West Olive, and Hunter Hering, Coopersville, appointed directors. Reenders would continue to 
serve the District for decades to come.  

A file document written as part of the 50th Anniversary of the District explains,  
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“The Organization of the West Ottawa Soil Conservation District stemmed from a 
concern of farmers in the western half of the county over widespread damage to their 
land caused by poor land use, wind erosion and over cropping. It was an attempt, with 
the aid of the Soil Conservation Service [United States Department of Agriculture] to  

1. Stabilize drifting sand dunes by planting trees 
2. Remove eroding lands from production and plant these fields to trees 
3. Aid farmers in maintaining tillable land at a productive level” 

According to a 1940 Associated Press (AP) Article, The West Ottawa Soil Conservation District’s 
goals were to stabilize important 
farmland and anchor the dunes to 
prevent their continued inland creep, 
which had been occurring at a rate of 
up to 15 feet per year.  

Combined efforts from West Ottawa 
Soil Conservation District staff and 
cooperators, community residents, 
school children, and workers from 
Grand Haven Civilian Conservation 
Corps began planting dune grass in a 
grid pattern to start stabilizing eroded 
land. The dune grass efforts were 
followed by planting conifer tree 
seedlings to further stabilize the soil.  The same AP article states that over 1,000,000 tree 
seedlings were planted in 1939 alone. Conservation District leaders understood that the newly 
planted trees would not only reduce erosion risks, but also help provide forested land for 
wildlife, and create a manageable and marketable timber resource for the future.  

While this work was underway, the District was also actively teaching and encouraging farmers 
to use land management practices that assured effectiveness in production while restoring 
topsoil and preventing future erosion problems. Because of the challenges of obtaining an 
adequate supply of tree seedlings, the District started its own nursery the same year. It was the 
first Conservation District tree nursery in the state. (Ottawa Led Way in Conservation, Grand 
Haven Tribune, August 4, 1960) 



Ottawa Conservation District Natural Resource Report 2016 

7 
 

In conjunction with the tree nursery, West Ottawa Soil Conservation 
District worked with the Ottawa County Superintendent of schools to 
include conservation education in the public schools, involve school 
children in area conservation efforts and implement training for 
teachers about soil conservation. (History of the Ottawa Soil and Water 
Conservation District, W.M Allred, District Conservationist from 1960-
1975) 

In 1942, four additional townships were admitted to the District: 
Allendale, Wright, Chester and Holland. In 1945, Blendon Township, 
also struggling with erosion and land over-use concerns, joined the 
Conservation District as well. By 1949, efforts led by the District had 
converted 13,000 eroded, tax-delinquent acres of land to trees, and 
much of this land had returned to the tax rolls.   

Finally, in 1950, the remaining townships in the county, Jamestown, 
Georgetown, Zeeland, Tallmage and Polkton, were admitted to the 
District.  In 1953, the District established six erosion and run-off plots 
in Jamestown Township to demonstrate loss of soil by improper 
methods of farming. Focus was given to farmland management 
practices including cover crops, pasture improvement, wildlife area 
improvement, drainage and irrigation (Grand Haven Tribune). 

During the 1950s, District programs and services focused on working 
with cooperator landowners and farmers to develop and maintain soil 
conservation plans to assure continued quality of the land. This work 
was done through better agricultural land management practices 
including grassed waterways, cover crops, drain construction, and 
erosion control structures. Work also continued with dune 
stabilization, planting windbreaks, and wildlife habitat. 

By the late 1960s, Lake Michigan water levels had risen significantly, 
and a new type of erosion concern was challenging Ottawa County.  
Because of higher lake levels and storms, trees, shrubs, beach grass 
and sand along the shore were being washed away at an increasing 
rate. Many feet of stairs along the beach had been washed out by late 
1969, and homes along the shoreline were threatened (District file 
news release, August 1969).  Combating shoreline erosion became a 

CONSERVATION 
SUCCESS STORY 

“We are no longer 
concerned with sub-
marginal land. That’s 
pretty well tied down. 
Today technicians can 
help farmers make 
better use of the good 
land and keep it more 
productive. There’s 
more income, more 
grain and hay per 
acre than any other 
time I can remember. 
The district got our 
land back on the tax 
rolls…Business is 
better and the 
community is more 
prosperous. It’s a 
better place to live.”  

Clarence Reenders, 
Chairman of the West 
Ottawa Soil 
Conservation District 
Board of Directors, as 
quoted in the Grand 
Haven Tribune, 1960. 
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new, important task for the Conservation District and for officials at the state and federal 
levels as well. 

As the 1970s began, the public was increasingly concerned about pollution levels in area 
waterways. The Conservation District’s role as a technical resource regarding water quality, in 
addition to its work combating shoreline erosion, increased the District’s focus on water 
resources. As a result, the District’s name was officially changed to the Ottawa Soil and Water 
Conservation District.  

In the mid-1970s, the nation’s economy was struggling and unemployment rates were high. At 
the same time, thousands of acres of pine plantations, owned by Ottawa County and leased to 
Ottawa Soil and Water Conservation District, had gone unmanaged for many years and needed 
attention. In 1976, the federal Comprehensive Employment and Training Act (CETA) was 
passed to help get the many unemployed back to work.  Ottawa Soil and Water Conservation 
District, in partnership with Ottawa County, CETA officials, and support from Michigan State 
University Extension, launched the Woodland Management Project. Over the next three years, 
270 Ottawa county residents were employed to thin and manage pine plantations and 

hardwood forest lands in the county. (District 
archive photo album) 

During the 1980s, Ottawa Soil and Water 
Conservation District began educating and 
encouraging the use of no-till farming 
methods. Water quality and watershed 
projects became part of the District’s projects 
and services. While CETA implemented a 
hiring freeze in 1980, the Woodland 
Management Project’s work continued in 
various forms to maximize the quality and 
value of Ottawa County and private 
landowner forest plantations. Eventually, the 
county-owned land leased for this project 
was no longer available for lease, bringing 
this important component of District’s work 
to a close. In 1988, the District celebrated its 
50th anniversary, with a celebration featuring 
keynote speaker President Gerald Ford. 

President Ford had been an active supporter of the District since serving in the United States 
Congress.  
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In 1990, Ottawa Soil and Water Conservation District kicked off a new Ground Water Education 
program, funded through a grant from the Kellogg Foundation. Project efforts would include 
identifying hazardous materials located in the community, encouraging community recycling, 
composting, proper disposal of household hazardous waste, and drinking water wellhead 
protection. In the following years, this program was facilitating curriculum information for 
teachers, increasing ground water quality awareness with government and business officials, 
and partnering with Grand Valley State University’s Annis Water Institute. During this time, 
District efforts were resulting in an increased number of acres included in no-till practices 
throughout the county. In 1992 the U.S. Department of Agriculture recognized the Ottawa Soil 
and Water Conservation District’s outstanding efforts and accomplishments in implementing 
soil and water conservation and education programs in the county. Program and services in 
those years included: soil and water land use planning, integrated pest and fertilizer 
management, forestry and wildlife management, and groundwater education.  (Ottawa 
Conservation District Newsletter, August 1990) 

In the early years of the 21st century, Ottawa Conservation District was continuing work in 
groundwater stewardship and partnering with other organizations on a variety of watershed, 
Great Lakes water quality, and shoreline initiatives. The core agriculture and forestry programs 
that have been traditional parts of District programming continued to operate as well. The 
following years included the addition of a project to address an outbreak of the forest pest 
Gypsy moth, and during this time, the District’s name was officially changed to the Ottawa 
Conservation District.  Late in this decade, Conservation Districts along the shore received 

funds from the State of Michigan to 
expand critical dune information and 
education for the public.  

The nation was experiencing 
significant economic challenges by 
2008.  The State of Michigan removed 
funding for Conservation Districts 
from the Fiscal Year 2010 budget. 
These state funds had previously 
been an important source of revenue 
to support the administrative and 
operational functions of 
Conservation Districts.  Like many 
Districts in the state, Ottawa 

Conservation District experienced the strain of reduced funding. With financial resources 
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reaching exceptionally low levels, Ottawa Conservation District asked the Ottawa County 
Commission to provide funding to address the shortfall created by the budget cuts at the state 
level. The request was granted, and continues to provide important operational support.  

With this support from the County Commission, and hard work from the Ottawa Conservation 
District Board of Directors and administrative staff, work began to seek and secure additional 
grant projects, while continuing to operate programs for agriculture (Michigan Agricultural 
Environmental Assurance Program/MAEAP) and forestry (Forestry Assistance Program). A 
Bass River Deer Creek Restoration project grant was awarded by the Michigan Department of 
Environmental Quality, and Ottawa Conservation District became lead partner and fiduciary in 
a regional grant project funded by the Michigan Department of Natural resources to address 
invasive species of plants on land and in the water.  

At this writing, Ottawa Conservation District, is experiencing a phase of new growth and a 
strengthened ability to serve Ottawa county landowners in managing natural resources on their 
land.  

FINANCIAL RESOURCES 

The funding sources for the District also have an 
interesting history, however, this topic is not 
explored extensively in this document. Briefly, 
financial resources have ebbed and flowed based 
on economic conditions and political priorities at 
the federal, state and county levels.  Over the 
years, the most important operational resources 
have included:  

• federal and state allocations and grants 
• an annual allocation from the State of 

Michigan to individual Conservation 
Districts 

• generous investments of time and effort 
from community leaders, farmers, and 
concerned residents 

• funds generated from forest lands owned 
by the county and leased to the District for 
management and timber sales 

• funds generated from the tree nursery owned and operated by the District 
• funds for administrative support received from the Ottawa County Commission 
• funds generated from tree seedling and native plant sales 
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Several of these funding sources are still available to the District, assuring continued operations 
to provide Ottawa County landowners with important information, services, and financial 
resources. Others, such as an annual allocation from the State of Michigan and revenue 
provided from leased land from Ottawa County for timber management, are no longer 
available. The District’s tree nursery, established in the late 1930s, was eventually closed for a 
variety of reasons, including pressure from for-profit enterprises seeking to eliminate 
competition from a public entity. These changes over time resulted in an increased need for the 
District to aggressively seek grant opportunities and other funding streams.  

 
DISTRICT PROGRAMS AND SERVICES 

Currently, the District is providing programs and services in these areas: 

• Landowner information and assistance 
• Bass River Deer Creek Restoration Project (BRDC) 
• Michigan Agriculture Environmental Assurance Program (MAEAP) 
• Critical Dunes Information and Education 
• West Michigan Cooperative Invasive Species Management Area (WMCISMA) 
• Hunting Access Program (HAP) 
• Forestry Assistance Program (FAP) 
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NATURAL RESOURCES ASSESSMENT SURVEY 

Every five years, Conservation Districts in Michigan seek input from landowners in their 
respective counties to assess natural resource priorities. Beginning in August 2016, Ottawa 
Conservation District began this process. This process included two components: a survey and 
focus group meetings with key stakeholders. 

METHODOLOGY AND RESPONSE 

 Survey Methodology 

A 10-question survey was developed and provided both online and in paper 
copy format 

A link to the survey form was e-mailed to a list of 865 Ottawa County 
Landowners 

A link to the survey was provided on Ottawa Conservation District’s Facebook 
page 

Paper copies were made available in the office for those requesting this format 
and were distributed to  

    Ottawa County Board of Commissioners (12) 

    Steering Committee, Bass River Deer Creek Restoration Project (6) 

Survey Response Summary 

 53 online responses 

 7 paper copy responses 

 

Stakeholder Focus Group Methodology 

 Focus group meetings were held with key stakeholders 

  Steering Committee, Bass River Deer Creek Restoration Project (6) 

  Students, Allendale High School, Allendale, Michigan (36) 

  Staff, Ottawa County Parks and Recreation Commission (20) 
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THE ONLINE SURVEY AND RESULTS 

There were 53 responses to the online survey. Not all respondents answered all questions. 
Based on zip code information collected, 51 respondents were residents of the county, 2 
respondents may or may not be residents of Ottawa County. 

Ottawa County Natural Resource Survey 2016 Online Responses 

1. How familiar are you with the Ottawa Conservation District? 
11.54% (6) Very familiar     71.15% (37) Somewhat familiar     17.31% (9) Not familiar at all 
 

2. How would you describe purpose of the Ottawa Conservation District? 

To educate the population in keeping pollutants out of our watersheds and prevent soil 
erosion.  

Conserve our county's natural resources 

Provide resources to help protect the environment 

To help implement conservation practices 

Skipped 

Keeping Ottawa County beautiful 
To educate the county about native and invasive plant species, water quality and land 
conservation 
To help educate landowners and the general public on how to better use their land and 
conserve our natural resources for future generations. To notice and educate the public 
on best possible practices for their land use and how not to damage or destroy our 
precious natural resources. To educate the general public on how to watch for practices 
or processes that might seem good now but in the long-run do not have natural resources 
in their best interest 

To educate and assist landowners in making wise land management decisions 
The Ottawa Conservation District works with land owners and other conservation 
organizations to protect local resources 

Multi-faceted and much needed 

Conservation and management of natural resources 

Educate to protect resources for future 

See answer one (not familiar) 

Skipped 
Helping people understand what conservation really means. Making resources available 
to assist individuals in their conservation efforts 

Skipped 
To support locally the programs that support conservation of our land and water 
resources 
Providing education research and resources to residents of Ottawa County, related to 
protecting our natural environment 

Assistance to farmers and landowners for land management 
Assist land owners, those with questions on forestry, ag, wildlife habitat 
development/maintenance questions 

To protect and encourage wise use of the county's natural resources 

Promote the conservation of trees and wooded areas 

To promote conservation 
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To promote, educate, enhance, and take the lead concerning conservation practices in 
Ottawa Co. 
To preserve our lands, to educate the public and create opportunities for the public to 
interact with nature in a meaningful way 
To research and communicate new practices and opportunities in conservation of Ottawa 
County's natural resources. To evaluate current concerns for resources and resource 
utilization. To empower citizens to make changes. 

Skipped 
To preserve natural resources within our county (sustainable, continued NR use available 
into the future) 

Skipped 

Hopefully to help preserve and maintain existing wetlands and green space/forest 

To help farmers and tree farms 

Skipped 
Work with local businesses to find best environmental practices--especially agriculture in 
Ottawa County 

Skipped 

Provide conservation assistance in Ottawa County 

A natural resource service for all the residents of Ottawa Co 

Skipped 

Save the environment 

Skipped 

Skipped 

Helps with forestry 

Not sure 

The act of preserving Ottawa county resources and protecting natural habitats 
A group to keep an eye towards the future, so future generations will enjoy our wooded, 
and water resources 

Preserve wildlife and land 
To provide service and support to private landowners to address natural resource 
concerns 

Resource for natural resource management 

Skipped 

To provide awareness and services for natural resources in the county 

Skipped 

Conserve native plants and educate the public about invasive and non-native plants 
To help inform residents of Ottawa county on issues pertaining to environmental 
conservation, and to assist in restoration of natural resources 
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0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80

Hunting/Fishing/Trapping
Hiking

Bicycling
Canoeing/Kayaking

Wildlife Viewing/Bird Watching
Agriculture (Crops or Livestock)

Use well water for agriculture
Backyard livestock

Home gardening
Use well water for drinking

Use wood as heat source
Horseback riding

Snowmobiling
Motorized boating/Jet skiing

Responses to Survey Question 3

3. How do you use natural resources (land, water, forests, etc.)  in Ottawa County? 
Check all that apply. 

 

36.54% (19) Hunting/Fishing/Trapping 
73.08% (38) Hiking 
51.92% (27) Bicycling 
53.85 % (28) Canoeing/Kayaking 
48.08% (25) Wildlife Viewing/ 

Birdwatching 
17.31% (9) Agriculture (crops and/or 

livestock) 
15.38% (8) Use well water for 

agriculture 
13.46% (7) Backyard Livestock 
61.54% (32) Home Gardening 
44.23% (23) Use well water for 

drinking 
15.38% (8) Use wood as heat source 
1.92% (1) Horseback Riding 
7.69% (4) Snowmobiling 
15.38% (8) Motorized Boating/ Jet 

Skiing 
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4. What do you think are the top 3 issues that will be of concern for Ottawa County in the next 

5 years?  
 
38.46% (2) Land use 
69.23% (36) Water quality/quantity 
50.00% (26) Wildlife and habitat protection 
38.46% (20) Urban/suburban development 
28.85% (15) Farmland preservation 
53.85% (28) Invasive species control 
32.69% (17) Dune management/preservation 
11.54% (6) Other (please specify)  

 

5. Please select 3 natural resources in Ottawa County that you think are most important for the 
county. 
When the online survey was first released, the structure of this question did not allow respondents to 
provide three answers. This was corrected late in the survey process, so the data here may be helpful in 
recognizing trends, but is not complete because of this technical issue.  Data provided represents the 
number of responses per item in the list.  
 

 
 

 

Survey Responses: 
Most Important Natural Resources in the County

Agricultural land

Lakes, rivers and streams

Nature preserves, parks, and recreation areas

Open spaces and rural areas

Hunting land

Other (Wetlands)
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11_ Agricultural land 
33__ Lakes, rivers and streams 
18__ Nature preserves, parks, and recreation areas 
6__ Open spaces and rural areas 
2__ Hunting land 
1__ Other (please specify) ___wetlands___________________________________ 
 

6. Ottawa Conservation District’s grant-supported work focuses on 1) water 
quality/watersheds, 2) environmentally safe agriculture, 3) invasive species, and 4) critical 
dunes. Are there additional areas you’d like to see the District focus on in the next 5 years? 
Please describe.  

Skipped 

Skipped 

Skipped 

Skipped 

Skipped 

Water quality, invasive species 

Skipped 

Not at this time. I think that covers it. 
I think you're covering the most important already, but maybe more related to 
habitat conservation and restoration. 
Land preservation in general--there is a sprawl of development happening all over 
West Michigan and I'd like to see it protected. 

Skipped 

Skipped 

Skipped 

Skipped 

Skipped 

Control of spotted knapweed 

Skipped 

Skipped 
Food waste reduction and also redistribution of foods that may be almost past-use 
or beyond expiration. - Backyard and commercial composting.  

Skip Critical Dunes. DEQ already does that. Help preserve remaining natural areas. 

The need for public education on the above issues. 

Skipped 

Skipped 

Skipped 

Skipped 

Definitely improved quality of habitat where space is already dedicated and then 
creation of new habitat areas of connections between corridors to reduce species 
fragmentation.  
Impact on Ottawa County of water sales…both bottled and piping from great lakes 
to arid regions (California, New Mexico, etc.) 
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Skipped 

This seems like plenty to me. 

Skipped 

Preservation of natural areas and green space. 

No 

Skipped 

no. I think that is plenty… 

Skipped 

Skipped 

Skipped 

Reforestation and carbon sequestration 

Recycling 

Skipped 

Skipped 

Skipped 

Those are the important ones 

controlling urban/suburban sprawl, composting education 
retaining of wooded areas. Agriculture is important but the first thing done to the 
land if it is used by AG is to clear cut the land 

Pollinator habitat 

Forecasting wildlife population 

These seem reasonable 

Skipped 

Skipped 

Skipped 

wildlife conservation  
Allowing people to get out to some of these areas, so that they see the value of 
maintaining them 
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7. How interested would you be in attending informational workshops or presentations on the 
following topics 

 

8. How much do you think the following affect the quality of natural resources in Ottawa 
County? 
 

 Very Much Somewhat Not very much Not sure/Don’t know 

Agriculture 42% (36) 28% (14) -   - 

Development 92% (46) 8% (4) - - 

Invasive species 63.46% (33) 36.54% (19) - - 

 Industry 42% (21) 56% (28) 2% (1) - 

Littering/dumping 50.98% (26) 47.06% (24) 1.96% (1) - 

Logging 12.24% (6) 51.02% (25) 22.45% (11) 14.29% (7) 

Recreation 30% (15) 54% (27) 10% (5) 6% (3) 

Road and drain maintenance 38% (19)        58% (29)       0% (0) 4% (2) 

Septic system maintenance 27.45% (14) 64.71% (33) - 7.84% (4) 

 Very Interested Somewhat 
Interested 

Not Interested 

Attracting backyard wildlife 31.11% (14) 42.22% (19) 26.67% (12) 

Dune protection 16.28% (7) 55.81% (24) 27.91% (12) 

Developing or managing a forest 30.26% (13) 30.23% (13) 39.53% (17) 

   The History and Work of Ottawa Conservation 
District 

23.26%(10) 39.53% (17) 37.21% (16) 

 Identifying/protecting native species 44.44% (20) 42.22% (19) 13.33% (6) 

Identifying/ controlling invasive species 52.27% (23) 38.64% (17) 9.09% (4) 

The Bass River and Deer Creek watersheds 17.07% (7) 43.90% (18) 39.02% (16) 

Increasing energy efficiency on the farm 12.20% (5) 26.83% (11) 60.98% (25) 

Hunter access program 17.50% (7) 12.50% 
(5) 

70.00% (28) 

Locally grown foods 34.88% (15) 46.51% (20) 18.60% (8) 

On-Farm pollution risk reduction 17.07% (7) 34.15% (14) 48.78% (20) 

Septic system inspection and maintenance 13.33% (6) 46.67% (21) 40.00% (18) 
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9. Which option best describes the setting in which you live? 
15.38%___ Urban   44.23%___ Rural Residential 
32.69%___ Suburban/Subdivision 7.69%___ Farm 
 

10. What is your five-digit zip code? _______________ 
 

Zip Code Respondents Location 

49417 10 Grand Haven  

49424 7 Holland 

49423 6 Holland 

49426 5 Hudsonville 

49464 4 Zeeland 

49401 3 Allendale 

49456 3 Spring Lake  

49460 3 West Olive 

49404 2 Coopersville 

49409 1 Ferrysburg 

49501 1 Grand Rapids 

49415 1 Fruitport 
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THE PAPER COPY SURVEY AND RESULTS 

There were 7 respondents to the paper copy survey. Not all respondents answered all of the 
questions. Based on zip code information, 5 respondents are residents of Ottawa County, and 2 
are not. It is known that the two who are not residents are employed in some aspect of natural 
resource management and work in Ottawa County.  

Ottawa County Natural Resource Survey 2016 Paper Copy Responses 

1. How familiar are you with the Ottawa Conservation District? 
42.85% (3) Very familiar     57.14% (4)  Somewhat familiar     (0) Not familiar at all 
 

2. How would you describe purpose of the Ottawa Conservation District? 

Providing care to our natural land, Being good stewards of our landscape 
Preservation of natural beauty in Ottawa County 
Conserve, protect and promote nat. resources in Ottawa County 
Promote and implement natural resource conservation 
Provide assistance to homeowners to protect natural resources 
To assist landowners in managing their properties or activities that 
impact properties 

 

3. How do you use natural resources (land, water, forests, etc.)  in Ottawa County? 
Check all that apply. 

71.42% (5) Hunting/Fishing/ Trapping 
71.42% (5) Hiking 
71.42% (5) Bicycling 
71.42% (5) Canoeing/Kayaking 
57.14% (4) Wildlife Viewing/ 

Birdwatching 
28.57% (2) Agriculture (crops and/or 

livestock) 
14.28% (1) Use well water for 

agriculture  
14.28% (1) Backyard Livestock 
42.86% (3) Home Gardening 
42.86% (3) Use well water for drinking  
28.57% (2) Use wood as heat source 
14.28% (1) Horseback Riding 
28.57% (2) Snowmobiling 
28.57% (2) Motorized Boating/ Jet 

Skiing
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4. What do you think are the top 3 issues that will be of concern for Ottawa County in the next 5 

years?  
 
57.14% (4) Land use 
71.42% (5) Water quality/quantity 
28.57% (2) Wildlife and habitat protection 
57.14% (4) Urban/suburban development 
42.86% (3) Farm land preservation 
14.28% (1) Invasive species control 
14.28% (1) Dune management/preservation 
_ - __ Other (please specify) ________________________________________________________ 
 

5. Please select 3 natural resources in Ottawa County that you think are most important for the county. 
 
71.42% (5) Agricultural land 
100% (7) Lakes, rivers and streams 
71.42% (5) Nature preserves, parks, and recreation areas 
42.86% (3) Open spaces and rural areas 
 (0) Hunting land 
14.28% (1) Other (please specify)    Wetlands 
 

6. Ottawa Conservation District’s grant-supported work focuses on 1) water quality/watersheds, 2) 
environmentally safe agriculture, 3) invasive species, and 4) critical dunes. Are there additional 
areas you’d like to see the District focus on in the next 5 years? Please describe.  

Work with townships to limit growth and re-use of central cities/urban areas 

7. How interested would you be in attending informational workshops or presentations on the 
following topics? 
 

 Very Interested Somewhat 
Interested 

Not Interested 

Attracting backyard wildlife - 57.14% (4) 14.28% (1) 

Dune protection 14.28% (1) 57.14% (4) 14.28% (1) 

Developing or managing a forest - 42.86% (3) 28.57% (2) 

     The History and Work of Ottawa Conservation District - 57.14% (4) 14.28% (1) 

Identifying/protecting native species 28.57% (2) 57.14% (4) - 

Identifying/ controlling invasive species 42.86% (3) 28.57% (2) - 

The Bass River and Deer Creek watersheds 42.86% (3) 28.57% (2) 14.28% (1) 

Increasing energy efficiency on the farm 14.28% (1) 28.57% (2) 14.28% (1) 
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Hunter access program 14.28%(1) 42.86%(3) 28.57% (2) 
Locally grown foods 28.57% (2) 42.86% (3) 14.28% (1) 

On-Farm pollution risk reduction 28.57% (2) 14.28% (1) 28.57% (2) 

Septic system inspection and maintenance 14.28% (1) 42.86% (3) - 

 

8. How much do you think the following affect the quality of natural resources in Ottawa County? 
 

 Very Much Somewhat Not very much Not sure/Don’t know 

Agriculture 72.42% (5) 28.57% (2) - - 

Development 100% (7) - - - 

Invasive species 57.14% (4) 42.86% (3)   - - 

Industry 28.57% (2) 57.14% (4) - - 

Littering/dumping 42.86% (3) 28.57% (2) 28.57% (2)   - 

Logging - 28.57% (2) 57.14%(4) - 

Recreation 42.86% (3) 42.86% (3) 14.28% (1) - 

     Road and drain maintenance 72.42% (5) 14.28% (1) - - 

   Septic system maintenance 57.14% (4) 42.86% (3) - - 

 

9. Which option best describes the setting in which you live? 
28.57% (2) Urban   42.86% (3) Rural Residential 
14.28% (1) Suburban/Subdivision 14.28% (1) Farm 
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10. What is your five-digit zip code? _______________ 

Zip Code Respondents Location  

49534 1 Grand Rapids 

49417 1 Grand Haven 

49325 1 Freeport 

49401 1 Allendale 

49525 1 Grand Rapids 

49403 1 Conklin 

49460 1 West Olive  
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FOCUS GROUP MEETINGS WITH STAKEHOLDERS 

Focus Group 1 
September 13, 2016 
Bass River Deer Creek Steering Committee 
6 Participants 
 

Methodology: This group is comprised of natural resource management professionals and local 
officials. The discussion facilitator led this as an informal discussion based on the open-ended 
questions on the survey tool. 

Focus Group Responses, Concerns and Priorities: 

 The rate at which the county is growing. 

 A non-permanent attitude toward natural resource management, i.e.: It is not important to take care of 
my land since I will be selling it soon. 

Two-stage ditches, sediment shift, funds for residential outreach 

Water quality and the connection of water quality with invasive species 

Invasive species control, including oak wilt 

Water management relative to major development and growth in the county 

The need for more conservation education for the general public 

Addressing ag practices that are not regulatory 

Impact of suburban growth on natural resources 

Focus Group 2 
September 21, 2016 
Allendale High School Students 
Section 1:     9 participants 
Section 2:   14 participants 
Section 2:   12 participants 
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Methodology: These groups were comprised of Allendale High School students participating in a 
reverse job shadowing event. The students had attended an Ottawa Conservation District presentation 
about watersheds, critical dunes, and career paths in natural resources. Each group was asked three 
questions. 
 
Question 1: What are the most important natural resources in Ottawa County? 
Focus Group Responses: 

Lake Michigan 

Water 

Trees 

Oil 

Land 

Question 2: Do you think there is enough natural space and open land compared to land that has been 
built on in the county? 
Focus Group Responses: 

Most students said they thought there was a good balance. One student, a hunter/angler, said there is not 
enough public land available for hunting in the county.  

Question 3: What kinds of things should we be concerned about for natural resources in the future? 
Focus Group Responses:  

Responses consistently referred to the quality and quantity of local bodies of water, especially Lake 
Michigan. Students indicated an awareness of public/political discussion of the possibility of shipping 
Lake Michigan water to drought affected areas in other parts of the United States.  

 
Focus Group 3 
September 22, 2016 
Ottawa County Parks and Recreation Commission All Staff Meeting 
20 Participants 
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Methodology: This group is comprised of natural resource conservation and management 
professionals. The discussion facilitator led this discussion based on three questions. 

Question 1: What are the most important natural resources in Ottawa County? 

Focus Group Responses: 

Water quality 

Trees 

Dunes 

Ground water 

River corridors/wetlands 

Native species and pollinators 

Fisheries 

Petroleum 

Buffer strips/grasses 

Rain water  

 

Question 2: What are the top natural resources concerns in Ottawa County over the next five years? 

Focus Group Responses: 

 Water quality 

 Changing weather patterns 

 Fragmentation of land 

 Invasive species 

 Light pollution 

 Loss of farm land 
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 Condo development, more lawn, higher pesticide use and chemicals 

 Forest pests 

Question 3: Ottawa Conservation District’s work currently focuses on: environmentally sound 
agriculture practices, critical dunes, watersheds, and invasive species. Are there other project areas 
you believe the District should pursue in the coming 5 years? 

Focus Group Responses: 

 Invasive species on the land 

 Increase the level of public awareness and nursery trade knowledge about invasive species of plants 

 Water quantity (ground water) relative to water use for bottled water and irrigation 

 Water quantity as affected by climate change (will Great Lakes water be taken for use in drought areas) 

 

RESULTS SUMMARY 

Responses to surveys and comments in focus groups indicate that water quality, water quantity, lakes, 
rivers, and streams are clearly in the forefront in terms of value to survey respondents. Responses also 
indicate that development and its impact on natural resources as a significantly natural resource issue. 

Most respondents indicate they are somewhat familiar with the Ottawa Conservation District, though 
15% are not familiar at all. When asked to describe the purpose of the Conservation District, most of 
those who answered touched on some component of what Ottawa Conservation District does, but 
there was not a clear consensus on the role and purpose of the District. 

When respondents were asked how they use natural resources in Ottawa County, the choices receiving 
the most responses included: hiking, bicycling, canoeing/kayaking, wildlife viewing/birdwatching, 
home gardening, use well water for drinking, and hunting/trapping/fishing. The selections with the 
largest number of responses were hiking and home gardening.  

In addition, respondents to surveys and in focus groups thought the current work of the District 
addressed many of the predominant natural resource concerns in the county. Responses show that 
there is an interest in the District expanding work to include more education. Topics listed included: 
conservation for homeowners and composting. Other issue areas noted included preservation of 
wooded areas and natural land, and an expanded focus on water quality and quantity issues. 
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Data collected about possible topics for workshops or educational presentations indicate a level of 
interest in nearly all the topics listed in the survey. A closer analysis can be conducted prior to planning 
and scheduling District programming.  

 

MOVING AHEAD 

Respondents expressed a strong level of satisfaction with the scope of current projects, programs, and 
services currently in place at Ottawa Conservation District. The data collected indicate the following 
natural resource priorities: 

• water quality 
• agricultural land and farming practices 
• invasive species 
• forests 
• Lake Michigan and its dunes 

These topics are addressed through current programs and services, and expansion of work in these 
areas is incorporated in the strategic plan for the next five years. 

A high level of concern about development was expressed in the survey results. As a public-funded 
entity, the District’s role is to provide information, education and resources to help landowners and 
residents manage natural resources in a way that balances priorities of both economics and the 
environment. The District does and will continue to provide information and education about how 
development affects agricultural land, water quality and quantity, forests, and the management of 
invasive species.   

 

THE NEXT FIVE YEARS 

In response to suggestions provided in the survey results and focus groups, the District will move 
forward with the following goals for the next five years, as staffing and financial resources allow.  

Five-year plan components: 

1. Continue with the projects, programs and services currently underway at Ottawa Conservation 
District. 

• Landowner information and assistance 
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o District staff respond to land-owner e-mails, phone calls, and in-person visits, 
providing information and resources on a wide variety of agriculture and 
conservation topics.  

• Tree Seedling and Native Plant Sales 
o A tree seedling sale fundraiser is held each Spring, and offers a variety of native tree 

seedlings and popular ornamentals.  
o A native plant information workshop and a native plant sale are held each spring to 

provide landowners with a resource for both information about native plants and 
Michigan-grown native plants to purchase for their yards and gardens. 

o Proceeds provide important operating funds for the District. 
• Bass River Deer Creek Restoration Project (BRDC) 

o This project implements measures to reduce E. coli contamination in the Bass River 
and Deer Creek watersheds. 

o This program has two operating components: 
the Septic Assistance Program (SAP), which 
offers eligible landowners up to 75% cost 
share to replace or repair failing septic 
systems in the watersheds, and Best 
Management Practices (BMPs), which offers 
cost share funds to install practices like cover 
crops, grassed waterways, and others on 
agricultural land to prevent run-off and 
promote water quality. 

o Moving forward, District staff will identify and pursue additional funding sources, 
as appropriate, to expand water quality initiatives like this in neighboring 
watersheds. 

o This project is currently supported by EPA funds awarded through the Michigan 
Department of Environmental Quality. 

• Michigan Agriculture Environmental Assurance Program (MAEAP) 
o This program works with farmers to assess and reduce environmental risks on the 

farm. The process includes three phases, including 
education for the farmer, an on-farm risk 
assessment process, and a third-party verification 
of implemented practices. 

o In the years ahead, District staff will enhance 
efforts to identify and address barriers to 
participation in this program. 

o This program is funded by a grant from the 
Michigan Department of Agriculture and Rural 
Development. 
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• Critical Dunes Information and Education (CDIE) 
o Ottawa Conservation District provides Critical Dune Information and Education to 

inform the public about the importance of vegetation in stabilizing sand dunes and 
preventing erosion. This is done through 
age-appropriate programs and activities for 
adults and students, and District 
participation in community events.  

o District staff are working to expand this 
programming and pursue additional 
opportunities to present programs in the 
community. 

o This work is supported by an award from 
the Michigan Department of Environmental Quality.  

• West Michigan Cooperative Invasive Species Management Area (WMCISMA) 
o Ottawa Conservation District serves as fiduciary and home office for the coordinator 

of this 7-county invasive species management grant project. The work focuses on 
identification and management of terrestrial and aquatic invasive plant species.  

o This program provides information and 
education for landowners, survey and 
data collection of invasive species 
populations on private and municipal 
properties (with permission), and 
invasive species treatment and management services. Cost share is available for 
treatment of eligible plant species.  

o Ottawa Conservation District will continue its role as a key partner in this project, 
and pursue funding sources to sustain vegetation management services for 
landowners in Ottawa County. 

o This project is funded through a Michigan Invasive Species Grant Program (MISGP) 
award from the Michigan Department of Natural Resources, along with 
supplementary funds from additional grants awarded to project partners. 

• Hunting Access Program (HAP) 
o Funded by the Michigan Department of Natural Resources, this project seeks to 

increase public access for hunting on 
private land by offering per-acre 
incentives to landowners who enroll 
high-quality-habitat land in the 
program. 

o Ottawa Conservation District will 
continue operating this program as funds are awarded.  

 

 

Information and Education 

  

  Critical Dunes 
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• Forestry Assistance Program (FAP) 
o A qualified Conservation District Forester serves Allegan, Barry and Ottawa 

Conservation Districts, providing information, resources and technical information 
for landowners to help manage forests 
of all sizes. The forester can also work 
with a landowner to design a forest 
management plan for a property. 

o In the coming years, Ottawa 
Conservation District will continue to 
facilitate the connection between 
landowners and the Conservation 
District Forester to provide these services. 

o The Forestry Assistance Program is awarded to the Barry Conservation District, 
which serves as home office for the Conservation District Forester and coordinates 
services for the three -county service area. Funding is provided through a grant 
jointly funded by the Michigan Department of Agriculture and Rural Development 
and the Michigan Department of Natural Resources.  
 

2. Partner in additional water quality initiatives as staff and grant resources permit. Efforts will 
include: 
 

• Participation in the proposal process for a Sand Creek Watershed water quality grant project, 
coordinated by the Ottawa County Water Resources Commissioner 

• Continued involvement with the annual Ottawa County Water Quality forum  
• Identify and pursue opportunities to expand water quality efforts in local watersheds 
 

3. Provide informational resources for landowners and the public about wetlands. The District 
plans to:  
 

• Compile a group of wetland information resources to provide for landowners upon request 
• Coordinate or partner with other organizations on a public event or information distribution 

about wetlands 
 

4. Strengthen the District’s knowledge and involvement with Lake Michigan water quality and 
water quantity issues. The District plans to: 
 

• Expand critical dunes education and outreach to include information about Great Lakes 
water quality issues 

• Pursue a partnership with Michigan Sea Grant, Annis Water Resources Institute, or other 
organizations to enhance the District’s involvement with Great Lakes water quality resource 
information and concerns  
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• Monitor water quantity issues through continued communication with landowners, 
community stakeholders, municipal officials, and partnerships with Michigan Departments 
of Environmental Quality, Natural Resources, and Agriculture and Rural Development 

 
5. Expand District efforts to provide information and resources related to development. Action steps 

planned include: 
 

• Contact municipal officials to offer critical dunes information resources as needed or 
requested 

• Continue participation with the Ottawa County Farmland Preservation program 
• Provide information for municipalities and landowners about the risks of spreading 

terrestrial invasive species in the process of land development 
• Meet with Ottawa County Water Resource Commissioner twice each year to discuss water 

quality and quantity issues related to development in the county 
 

6. Implement public education programming to respond to survey and focus group input. Potential 
programs include: 
 
• Host or partner with other organizations to offer a residential composting workshop 
• Host or partner with other organizations to offer a “Conservation for Homeowners” workshop 

 

CONCLUSION 

This completed Natural Resources Assessment Survey demonstrates the District’s commitment to 
seeking landowner and stakeholder input to direct future projects and initiatives. The resulting 
strategic plan incorporated feedback received from the survey and focus groups, and used it to guide 
the District’s goals for the next five years. The strategic plan will serve as a blueprint for Ottawa 
Conservation District as it pursues these five-year goals.  

Special thanks to: 

o Landowners and stakeholders who participated in the survey and focus groups 
o Ottawa County Commission 
o Ottawa Conservation District Board of Directors and Staff  
o Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) of Ottawa County  
o Grant project partners  
o Grant staff from Michigan Departments of Agriculture and Rural Development, 

Environmental Quality, and Natural Resources 
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