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Lake Michigan Sand Dunes 

Lake Michigan sand dunes are part of the largest system of freshwater 

dunes in the world. In Michigan, there are about 225,000 acres of sand 

dunes. In 1989, the Michigan government designated approximately 

74,000 of those acres as critical dunes. These areas are the tallest, most 

spectacular dunes along Lake Michigan and Lake Superior. 

 

Owning Land on the Shore and the Law 

Michigan law requires landowners in critical dunes to get a 

permit from Michigan Department of Environmental Quality 

(MDEQ) for projects that involve earth moving, vegetation 

removal, and/or construction. If you are planning a project 

in a critical dunes or high risk erosion area, or have post-

construction concerns to address, contact the Michigan 

Department of Environmental Quality (MDEQ) for 

information at www.mi.gov/criticaldunes or visit the 

Ottawa Conservation District website for MDEQ critical 

dune contacts by property location 

http://www.ottawacd.org/critical_dune.html. 

 

Why is vegetation removal regulated? 

Vegetation (plants and trees) is essential to the stability of 

Lake Michigan sand dunes. The root systems of beach grass, 

native flowers, shrubs, and trees hold the sand in place in 

the face of prevailing westerly winds. Sand dunes serve the 

important function of preventing flooding along the shore, 

especially during times of high waves or high water levels.   

One of the most familiar plants in west Michigan dunes is 

American beach grass (Ammophila breviligulata). This dune 

grass spreads through its rhizomes, plant stems that grow 

horizontally under the sand, sending out shoots that 

produce new plants. American beach grass rhizomes form dense mats that help support the stability of 

the dunes.  
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Planting American Beach Grass (Ammophila 

breviligulata) 

American beach grass should be planted when 

the plants are dormant, either in early spring or 

in the fall. Generally, summer plantings don’t 

work well.  

According to the Mason-Lake Conservation 

District’s website (www.mason-

lakeconservation.org),  

“American beach grass plantings are 

established vegetatively with culms 

(plants). Enough moisture should be 

present so when an opening is made 

with a spade, the and will not run back into the hole. If there is too much dry sand on the 

surface, scrape it away before the planting slot is opened. A narrow tile spade or planting bar 

may be used for hand planting. When planting, protect the culms from wind and sun so they do 

not dry out. A planting depth of 6 – 10 inches is suggested so the buds at the base of the stem 

do not dry out nor will plants blow out in a heavy wind….On severe sites where quick cover is 

needed, space culms about 12x12 inches.” 

For additional planting information, try an internet search using “how to plant American beach grass,” 

and “how to plant dune grass.” 

 

Dune Restoration  

Replanting American beach grass is just one component of critical dune restoration. There are many 

native plants, shrubs and trees that take part in the dune succession process, a process that makes these 

areas such unique and beautiful places. Ottawa Conservation District serves as a local resource for 

information about critical dunes, and the Michigan Department of Environmental Quality (DEQ) is a key 

resource for landowners (www.mi.gov/criticaldunes).  

 

Sources of American Beach Grass  

For sources of American beach grass, try an internet search with the words “beach grass plugs for sale 

Michigan.” American beach grass culms may be available for purchase through Ottawa Conservation 

District or one of its neighboring Conservation Districts. Please contact the District office for current 

information. Remember, it is vitally important to plant native species of plants, shrubs, and trees in the 

dunes. Non-native plants can become invasive and quickly un-do restoration progress. 

 

To receive updates to this information as it is available, please contact Ottawa Conservation District. 
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