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The Big Prairie Township Recreation Plan was originally completed in August 2008 with the assistance of 

Donald L. Holley, PE, Consulting Engineer. This updated edition, covering 2020 through 2024, was 

written by the West Michigan Shoreline Regional Development Commission (WMSRDC) in cooperation 

with Big Prairie Township Board and the Big Prairie Township Park Commission. WMSRDC is a federal 

and state designated regional planning and development agency serving 120 local governments in Lake, 

Mason, Muskegon, Newaygo, and Oceana counties. 
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INTRODUCTION 
To say that “a river runs through it” would be an apt characterization of Big Prairie Township. Long 

before the advent of early settlers to Michigan, the Muskegon River flowed through the local prairies 

and majestic hardwood and virgin pine forests on its way to Lake Michigan. As the forests were 

decimated and a different type of economy evolved, the Muskegon River was exploited for hydro-power 

in the early 1900’s, resulting in the long-term impoundments of Croton and Hardy Dams. These large 

reservoirs are a focus for living and recreation for all who live in the area and for the many visitors who 

are attracted by the simple beauty of the area.  

The assessment and evaluation of the recreational needs of this community is being undertaken jointly 

by the Big Prairie Township Board and by the Big Prairie Township Park Commission.  

The resulting plan is intended to reflect the needs of the permanent residents of Big Prairie Township as 

well as the needs of the many seasonal visitors who are attracted by the local natural and recreational 

assets and who contribute a good deal to the local economy.  

It must be emphasized that the township, through its separately elected Park Commission, administers 

the very large Oxbow and Big Bend campgrounds through an agreement with Consumers Energy. This is 

a non-profit venture with all revenues used for operation and funding of improvements to these 

campgrounds.  

How the Planning Process Works  

The purpose of recreational planning is to inventory and evaluate recreational opportunities, facilities 

and needs within the planning jurisdiction of Big Prairie Township, and to develop a plan to fulfill unmet 

needs or to upgrade inadequate recreational facilities within the community.  

In order to form a basis for potential applications for State of Michigan funding, the planning process 

involves community participation and public awareness. Also, defined needs and proposed projects are 

prioritized for the five-year period of 2020-2024.  

This current planning effort is in essence an updating and revision of an original recreation plan 

prepared in 1999 for the period of 1999-2004. The plan was previously updated in 2008 and 2014. 

During the planning period, the current Newaygo County Recreation Plan and other local plans were 

reviewed; not only for ideas, but also as a way to anticipate and preclude duplication of other locally 

available or contemplated recreational facilities or programs, which would also be available in Newaygo 

County, and thus, available to residents of Big Prairie Township.  

It must also be recognized that there are recreational facilities within Big Prairie Township, which while 

available to residents, are primarily used by non-residents and travelers from other states. Therefore the 

planning effort must focus dually on the local residents’ needs as well as the facilities which serve a 

broader non-resident populace.  
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COMMUNITY OVERVIEW  

The Setting  

Within a 30 mile or so drive from metropolitan 

Grand Rapids, Big Prairie Township and Newaygo 

County have long been a recreational destination 

for city folk needing a short respite or a seasonal 

home. No incorporated cities or villages lie within 

Big Prairie Township, which is on the eastern tier of 

townships within Newaygo County. (Figure 1)  

As noted in the introduction, Big Prairie Township 

is bisected by the Muskegon River, and its features 

are dominated by the enormous backwater lake of 

Hardy (Dam) Pond, containing in excess of 3,900 

acres. Due to its hydropower purpose and 

heritage, a large percentage of Hardy Pond 

shoreline is owned, controlled and managed by 

Consumers Energy Company. They have been good 

stewards and maintained natural conditions to the 

extent feasible. Also, in accordance with federal 

(FERC) guidelines, recreational opportunities are 

provided for the public on lands abutting Hardy 

Pond and/or owned by Consumers Energy 

Company.  

As a result, the broadly appealing natural setting of Big Prairie Township, enhanced by the river dam 

now over 80 years old and by the healing re-growth of forests, is both a great year-around home and a 

recreation destination for many more.  

The Past  

The most recent (2017) Newaygo County Recreation Plan aptly narrates the highlights of local history 

from Native American presence to early European white exploration/settlement, to lumbering, early 

agricultural efforts, and progression to the present. For those interested in more details, refer to the 

county plan and its sources.  

Climate and Land Use  

The climate of the planning area, although with cyclical variations, is moderate and certainly influenced 

by the Great Lakes. Annual precipitation is about 30-35 liquid inches, of which is 70-80 inches of average 

snowfall. Weather extremes seem to vary from about 10 F winter to 100 F summer, with summer 

averages of about 80 F and winter averages of about 20-25 F.  

Figure 1 
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Actual land use is somewhat governed by ownership, with perhaps 60% of Newaygo County land being 

covered by forest with close to 40% of that lying within the Manistee National Forest or owned by 

Consumers Energy Company. According to the County Plan, another 20% of forested land area is in 

private ownership.  

While there is some land in agricultural use, aside from forest areas, much of the remaining land use is 

for recreational purposes. Keep in mind that about 6 square miles, or about 15%, of Big Prairie Township 

is occupied by Hardy Pond. 

A Big Prairie Township zoning map is presented as Figure 2 but it may not be of sufficient detail for 

accurate interpretation. (Figure 2) Additionally, Figure 3 displays land use/cover. (Figure 3)  

Water Resources, Soils, Topography  

As the County Plan states, “Newaygo County has abundant surface and ground water resources.” While 

there are fewer lakes within Big Prairie Township than in the rest of Newaygo County, the jewel that is 

Hardy Pond is one of the larger inland water bodies in the entire state.  

Groundwater resources, while plentiful, must continue to be protected from pollution influences and 

excessive fertilization from aging septic systems constructed too close to water features and on sites 

which would not be acceptable under current guidelines.  

Even recreational activities can contribute to pollution of water resources and such activities must be 

monitored. Some potential recreational expenditures may involve facilities to control potential of water 

pollution.  

The local topography is a reflection of glaciation from the last ice age, and the natural erosion of the 

past 10,000 years, thus the glacial outwash deposits and moraines characteristic of this area of 

Michigan. The 3,900-acre Hardy Pond appeared over 80 years ago. Figure 4 shows topography of the 

township. (Figure 4) 

The County Plan contains a more detailed discussion of Newaygo County soil associations, which are 

similar to soils specific to Big Prairie Township. The soil associations are as follows:  

2 Cosad-Del-Rey-Sickles 
5 Coloma-Spinks-Metea 
6 Toogood-Boyer 

The associations listed above are all sandy types located in glacial moraines or outwash plains and 

terraces. Cosad-Del-Rey-Sickle is more poorly drained and theoretically less suitable for septic tank 

absorption fields. Additional soil details are available by reference to the Newaygo County Soil Survey. 

Figure 5 graphically depicts the soil associations within Big Prairie Township. (Figure 5) 

Fish and Wildlife  

The high percentage of forest cover and public, or quasi-public, land ownership within the township 

serves to preserve and enhance wildlife and fish habitats.  
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Deer and turkey populations are probably at higher levels than experienced during Native American 

occupation. Fishing regulations and fish management / stocking programs continue to permit an 

extremely productive sports fishery. Development of land adjacent to lakes and rivers must be 

adequately regulated to protect the habitat from encroachment and pollution. Stream banks are best 

protected by natural vegetation and root systems to control bank erosion.  

Transportation System  

Figure 6 illustrates the primary network of state roads. (Figure 6) As in most Midwest states, local roads 

are aligned along section lines, but conforming to natural obstacles. There is only one Muskegon River 

road crossing within the township, which is at Hardy Dam.  

Easy access to visitors for the many recreational potentials of Big Prairie Township is a strength. 

Anecdotally, occasional rises in the cost of automotive fuel have barely slowed seasonal recreational 

traffic in recent years.  
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Figure 4 
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Big Prairie Township General Soils Map 

  

Figure 5 
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POPULATION, HOUSING AND SOCIO-ECONOMIC CHARACTERISTICS  

Population Trends  

In this section, population trends and forecasts are presented using actual Census data, American 

Community Survey estimates, and forecasts provided by the West Michigan Shoreline Regional 

Development Commission (WMSRDC). Refer to Page 15 for tabulation of various county jurisdictions.  

The most recent population projections released by WMSRDC anticipate a steady to slowly declining 

population through 2045, countywide. As noted by WMSRDC, population projections are based on 

recent trends and do not consider potential population shifts. As such, these figures should serve as a 

rough guide when considering future recreation investments.  

  
Table 1 

Census and Population Projections 

 Actual Census Figures Estimate 

 1980 1990 2000 2010 2017 (est)  

Big Prairie 
Township 

1,202 1,731 2,465 2,573 2,583 

White Cloud  1,101 1,147 1,420 1,408 1,381 

Newaygo (City) 1,271 1,336 1,670 1,976 2,035 

Newaygo 
County 

34,917 38,202 47,874 48,460 48,242 

2018 WMSRDC Population Forecast 

 2020 2025 2030 2035 2040 2045 

Big Prairie 
Township 

2,582 2,581 2,580 2,579 2,578 2,577 

White Cloud  1,381 1,380 1,379 1,379 1,378 1,378 

Newaygo (City) 2,034 2,034 2,033 2,032 2,031 2,030 

Newaygo 
County 

48,230 48,209 48,188 48,167 48,147 48,126 

(West Michigan Shoreline Regional Development Commission, 2018), (U.S. 
Census Bureau, 2010) 
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As shown in Table 2, Big Prairie Township and neighboring communities saw modest population 

increases between 1980 and 2000. (Table 2) After 2000, population growth began to taper off and 

growth remained relatively flat by 2017.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



16 | P a g e  
 

The flat growth trend forecasted in Table 2 is reflected in the future population projections shown in 

Table 3. As shown, no significant gains in population are projected for Big Prairie Township, neighboring 

communities, or for Newaygo County between 2020 and 2045. Again, it is important to note that these 

projections are based on past trends and do not necessarily accurately reflect future conditions. Past 

population and future projections for all of the Newaygo governmental units are shown in Table 4.  

 
Table 4 

 

Newaygo County Census & Population Forecast 2020 to 2045 

Actual Census Figures Estimate   Forecasted Population 

Newaygo County 1980 1990 2000 2010 2017 2020 2025 2030 2035 2040 2045 

Total Population 34,917 38,202 47,874 48,460 48,242 48,230 48,209 48,188 48,167 18,147 48,126 

Ashland Township 1,751 1,997 2,570 2,773 2,743 2,742 2,741 2,740 2,739 2,738 2,736 

Barton Township 558 624 820 717 789 789 788 788 788 787 787 

Beaver Township 443 417 608 509 504 504 504 503 503 503 503 

Big Prairie Twp 1,202 1,731 2,465 2,573 2,583 2,582 2,581 2,580 2,579 2,578 2,577 

Bridgeton Twp 1,562 1,574 2,098 2,141 2109 2,135 2,134 2,133 2,132 2,131 2,130 

Brooks Township 2,349 2,728 3,671 3,510 3,467 3,466 3,465 3,463 3,462 3,460 3,459 

Croton Township 1,556 1,965 3,042 3,228 3,235 3,234 3,233 3,231 3,230 3,229 3,227 

Dayton Township 1,938 1,971 2,002 1,949 1,935 1,935 1,934 1,933 1,932 1,931 1,930 

Denver Township  1,422 1,532 1,971 1,928 1,915 1,915 1,914 1,913 1,912 1,911 1,910 

Ensley Township 1,461 1,984 2,474 2,635 2,664 2,663 2,662 2,661 2,660 2,659 2,658 

Everett Township 1,360 1,519 1,985 1,862 1,831 1,831 1,830 1,829 1,828 1,827 1,827 

Garfield Township 1,822 2,067 2,464 2,537 2,527 2,526 2,525 2,524 2,523 2,522 2,521 

Goodwell Township 387 358 551 547 540 540 540 539 539 539 539 

Grant Township  2,274 2,558 3,130 3,294 3,268 3,267 3,266 3,264 3,263 3,262 3,260 

Home Township 185 202 261 232 230 230 230 230 230 230 229 

Lilley Township 568 565 788 797 795 795 794 794 794 793 793 

Lincoln Township 885 969 1,338 1,275 1,250 1,250 1,249 1,249 1,248 1,248 1,247 

Merrill Township 508 451 590 667 661 661 661 660 660 660 659 

Monroe Township 263 247 324 320 317 317 317 317 317 316 316 

Norwich Township 450 499 557 607 600 600 600 599 599 599 599 

Sheridan Township 2,465 2,252 2,423 2,510 2,465 2,464 2,463 2,462 2,461 2,460 2,459 

Sherman Township 1,810 1,866 2,159 2,109 2,097 2,096 2,096 2,095 2,094 2,093 2,092 

Troy Township  199 173 243 283 282 282 282 282 282 281 281 

Wilcox Township 772 831 1,145 1,098 1,095 1,095 1,094 1,094 1,093 1,093 1,092 

Fremont City 3,672 3,875 4,224 4,081 4,015 4,014 4,012 4,011 4,009 4,007 4,005 

Grant City 683 764 881 894 883 883 882 882 882 881 881 

Newaygo City 1,271 1,336 1,670 1,976 2,035 2,034 2,034 2,033 2,032 2,031 2,030 

White Cloud City  1,101 1,147 1,420 1,408 1,381 1,381 1,380 1,379 1,379 1,378 1,378 

Hesperia Village 347 300 364 339 333 333 333 333 332 332 332 
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Readers should bear in mind that the local population numbers only come into play when certain types 

of locally specific recreation needs are evaluated. In all likelihood, visitors and transient users will place 

more demand on local recreation venues than imposed by year-round township residents.  

While the overall local population numbers are of some use in estimating size of facilities required, 

other population characteristics also influence the type of recreational needs.  

Population by Age  

When comparing the 2017 age distribution data with the 2010 census data found in the 2014 plan, the 

distributions were quite similar. (Table 5) Overall, less of the population fell within age groups 64 and 

below while age groups 55 and over accounted for a higher share of the overall population than in 2000.  

 

As shown in Table 6, the population distribution in age cohorts 19 and under was relatively consistent as 

each cohort maintained a population between about 100 and 150 people. (Table 6) A higher proportion 

of people living in Big Prairie Township fell within age cohorts 20 years and above. The township’s 

largest cohort was the 35-54 group followed closely by the 65 and over group.  

Compared to the county and nearby city populations, Big Prairie Township’s population distribution is 

generally older with fewer school age individuals, more retirement age individuals. (Table 7)  

 

 

Table 5 

Population By Age 

 
Big Prairie 
Township 

White Cloud 
City 

Newaygo City 
Newaygo 
County 

Under 5 
years 

94 3.7% 98 7.3% 130 6.8% 2,764 5.8% 

5-9 Years 101 3.9% 150 11.1% 163 8.5% 3,015 6.3% 

10-14 
Years 

99 3.9% 83 6.2% 221 11.5% 3,258 6.8% 

15-19 
Years 

149 5.8% 39 2.9% 118 6.1% 3,002 6.3% 

20-34 
Years 

403 15.7% 313 23.3% 467 24.3% 8,009 16.7% 

35-54 
Years 

645 25.1% 317 23.6% 393 20.4% 11,96 25.0% 

55-64 
Years  

448 17.5% 163 12.1% 199 10.3% 7,794 15.1% 

65 Over  623 24.3% 183 13.6% 230 12.0% 8,636 18.0% 

Total 2,562  1,346  1,921  47,899  

(U.S. Census Bureau, 2017) 
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Housing Unit Occupancy  

Between the 2000 Census and 2010 Census, housing units in Big Prairie Township increased by 124 from 

1,474 units to 1,598 units. (Table 8) Vacant units in Big Prairie accounted for about 36% of the total 

housing stock, or 582 units. As shown in Table 8, 455 of these vacant units were for seasonal, 

recreational, or occasional use which accounted for about 28% of the total housing units.  

Table 8 

Housing Unit Occupancy 

 
Occupied Vacant 

Total 
Housing 

  

For 
Rent 

Rented, 
Not 

Occupied 

For 
Sale 
Only 

Sold, Not 
Occupied 

For Seasonal, 
Recreational, 
or Occasional 

Use Other 

 

Big Prairie 
Township 

1,016 7 0 33 7 455 80 1,598 

White Cloud City 467 25 2 20 0 10 13 537 

Newaygo City 786 38 1 11 1 18 37 892 

Newaygo County 18,406 272 33 458 108 4,885 913 25,075 

(U.S. Census Bureau, 2010) 

 

Race and Ethnicity  

According to 2017 Census estimates, the race/ethnicity distributions within Newaygo County and Big 
Prairie Township were as follows (Table 9): 
 

Table 9 

Race and Ethnicity 

 Big Prairie 
Township  

Newaygo County 

Total Population 2,562  47,899  

White  2,406 93.9% 44,583 93.1% 

Black of African American 27 1.1% 628 1.3% 

American Indian or Alaska Native 90 3.5% 399 0.8% 

Asian 0 0.0% 164 0.3% 

Native Hawaii Or Pacific Islander 0 0.0% 0 0.0% 

Other Race 12 0.5% 1,297 2.7% 

Two or More Races 27 1.1% 828 1.7% 

     
Hispanic or Latino (of any race) 5 0.2% 2,762 5.8% 

Not Hispanic or Latino 2,557 99.8% 45,137 94.2% 

(U.S. Census Bureau, 2017) 
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Disability Characteristics  

According to 2013 Census estimates, approximately 25.1% of Big Prairie Township residents were 

disabled. (Table 10) Those in the 18-64 age cohort had the highest percentage of disability as compared 

to other age groups, with 12.8% of 

the total population falling within 

this group.  

It is hard to draw any conclusion 

from these statistics as the data does 

not provide insight into the extent or 

type of disability reported. It should 

be noted that the 2013 census 

estimates did provide information 

defining the type and extent of 

disabilities for Big Prairie but the 

margin of error was extremely high 

and, therefore, would not be useful.  

Income Statistics  

The data within Table 11 is 

derived from 2017 Census 

estimates for Big Prairie 

Township and Newaygo 

County. (Table11) Overall, 

the median household 

income for Big Prairie 

Township was $31,318 and 

the mean or average 

household income was 

$40,458. Per capita income 

for Big Prairie was $17,184, 

which was $5,551 less than 

per capita income 

countywide.  

Table 11 

Income Statistics 

 Big Prairie 
Township 

Newaygo County 

Median household income 31,318 45,645 

Mean household income 40,458 57,616 

Per capita income  17,184 22,735 

  

Income Per family 
Families Percent Families Percent 

Less than $10,000 39 5.2% 605 4.7% 

$10,000 to 14,999 56 7.5% 524 4.1% 

$15,000 to $24,999 113 15.2% 1,271 9.9% 

$25,000 to $34,999 111 14.9% 1,235 9.6% 

$35,000 to $49,999 166 22.3% 2,192 17.1% 

$50,000 to $74,999 69 9.3% 3,069 23.9% 

$75,000 to $99,999 96 12.9% 1,745 13.6% 

$100,000 to $149,999 89 11.9% 1,628 127% 

$150,000 to $199,999 6 0.8% 353 2.7% 

200,000 or more  0 0.00% 229 1.8% 

Total Families 745 100.00% 12,851  

(U.S. Census Bureau, 2017) 

 

Table 10 

Disability Characteristics 

 With a 
Disability 

Without a 
Disability 

Total 
Population 

Under 5 0 0.0% 118 4.6% 118 4.6% 

5-17 years 48 1.9% 312 12.3% 360 14.2% 

18-64 years 326 12.8% 1,184 46.6% 1,510 59.4% 

65 and over  264 10.4% 289 11.4% 553 21.8% 

Total 638 25.1% 1,903 74.9% 2,541 100.0% 

(U.S. Census Bureau, 2013) 
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IMPACTS OF PHYSICAL AND SOCIAL CHARACTERISTICS WITHIN THE 

COMMUNITY  
It might appear that the relatively low year-around population of Big Prairie Township may be attributed 

to lesser or fewer opportunities for employment, and reflective of a higher proportion of retirees.  

As noted in the Population Trends section, the population of Big Prairie Township has remained 

relatively stable over the past 15 years and is projected to remain relatively stable into the future. This is 

not to say that rapid growth could not or will not occur, as the township grew by almost 50% between 

1990 and 2000. (Table 4) It is likely that based on trends outlined in the Population by Age section that 

the population of people 19 and younger will continue to decline. As the population ages, the township 

will have a greater proportion of mature and elderly residents than in the past.  

There is no doubt that the natural physical attractions, including woods and water, appeal broadly to 

both permanent and seasonal residents. The presence of large areas of public lands and access points is 

welcomed by residents and visitors alike. The same attractive features in Big Prairie Township extend 

into the adjacent townships, creating a “Newaygo” recreation destination especially from metropolitan 

Grand Rapids.  

The local governing bodies will need to be vigilant to protect this environment from side effects of an 

increasing influx of visitors, and in such a way that extends an open invitation, but with understandable 

guidelines. Some “recreational” dollars may need to be allocated for the protection of the environment 

including, but not limited to, erosion control and nutrient/pollution control for ground and surface 

waters.  

With such a large extent of forest area in the Manistee National Forest and on Consumer’s Energy 

property, forest management and sustainability seems a realizable goal, which will help maintain the 

natural heritage of the area.    

ADMINISTRATIVE STRUCTURE  
As a general law township, the governance of Big Prairie consists of an elected supervisor, clerk, 

treasurer and two trustees. The Township Board meets monthly at the township hall on Elm 

Street. Meetings are open to the public. The Park Commission meets on Tuesdays.  

The Township also has an appointed Planning Commission and Zoning Board of Appeals to exercise its 

zoning and planning activities. Other committees may be set up as appropriate, and there is a separate 

Township recreation committee to administer strictly Township recreation functions.  

Due to the unusual circumstances of the parks and campgrounds located on Consumers Energy property 

within the Township, a separately elected park commission was created to manage these unique 

facilities, as mandated under federal (FERC) regulations. While the Township Board apparently has 

oversight on the Park Commission budget, the Township does not contribute funds to the Park 

Commission. Park Commission revenues are dedicated solely to operation, maintenance and capital 

improvements to the three parks currently in the program. Although rare, there are apparently some 



22 | P a g e

Big Prairie 
Township Board 

Board of 
Review 

Other 
Committees 
and Boards 

Recreation 
Committee 

Hardy Day 
Park 

Big Prairie 
Township Park 

Commission 

Management 
and 

Operation 

Big Bend Park 

Oxbow Park 

Operators 
Village Park 

Park 
Commission 

Budget 

Figure 7 

circumstances wherein revenues from Big Bend and Oxbow parks could be used on “other” recreational 

facilities within the Township.  

Other similar facilities could potentially be created on Consumers Energy land in the Township, subject 

to mutual consent. The result is that Consumers Energy meets FERC criteria and the public reaps the 

benefits.  

The Township has a simple administrative organization chart. (Figure 7) In essence, the Park Commission 

operates autonomously, albeit with oversight by the Township Board.  

The Township recreation programs 

administered by the Township Board 

are limited in nature and tend to focus 

on local needs; whereas the large 

campground facilities operated by the 

park commission attract primarily 

regional and seasonal visitors. While 

the campgrounds are mostly quiet in 

the winter off season, the Park 

Commission must recruit, train and 

organize a relatively large seasonal 

workforce and arrange for some 

contracted services during the off-

season.  

RELATIONSHIP(S) WITH SCHOOL DISTRICTS, OTHER PUBLIC AGENCIES 

OR PRIVATE ORGANIZATIONS  
While there are other publically owned and operated recreational facilities within Newaygo County, 

there are no administrative links between those and the Township. It is conceivable that Big Prairie 

Township could enter into a cooperative effort on a project, such as The Dragon trail, extending through 

multiple communities.  

There are recreational facilities and programs, operated and administered by other governmental 

entities available for residents of Big Prairie Township, particularly programs sponsored by different 

school districts at locations outside of the Township. School districts that reach into Big Prairie include: 

Morley Stanwood Community Schools, Newaygo Public School District, and White Cloud Public Schools. 

ROLE OF VOLUNTEERS  
Big Prairie Township has a committee that oversees the Hardy Recreation Area at no cost, while the Big 
Prairie Township Park Commission typically does not use volunteers. 
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INVENTORY OF EXISTING RECREATIONAL FACILITIES  

Description of Methods Used to Conduct the Inventory 

The inventory of existing recreational facilities highlights existing recreational assets within Big Prairie 

Township as well as facilities in adjacent communities available for public use. For facilities in adjacent 

communities, only facilities owned by Newaygo County were included in the inventory as sufficient data 

for other locally owned and operated parks was unavailable at the time of this writing or had no 

significance to Big Prairie Township. 

WMSRDC staff worked closely with Township Board and Park Commission officials to update the 

inventory carried over from the 2014 Big Prairie Township Recreation Plan. WMSRDC staff used several 

other methods in compiling a comprehensive and inclusive inventory. First, WMSRDC staff, along with 

Township officials, completed tours of facilities located within Big Prairie Township in October 2019. 

Second, WMSRDC staff reviewed the 2018- 2022 Newaygo County Recreation Plan and the Newaygo 

County Parks & Recreation website in detail. Finally, WMSRDC staff analyzed website resources to find 

information regarding county, state, and other recreation facilities to include in the following inventory.   

Status Report for all Grant-Assisted Parks and Recreation Facilities 

No parks within Big Prairie Township have received grants for park improvements or acquisition in 

recent history. In 1999, a grant was submitted for improvements to Big Bend Park for $342,000 to be 

used for general park infrastructure upgrades but was subsequently withdrawn.  

Recreation Facilities in Big Prairie Township 

As noted in the Administrative Structure section of this plan, there are two recreational administrative 

entities within the Township. The larger role is played by the Big Prairie Township Park Commission, 

which operates two campgrounds and a day use park under a lease agreement with Consumers Energy. 

The primary users of these facilities are from outside the township. The Township Board is more 

concerned with the smaller scale recreational needs of permanent township residents, overseeing the 

development of Hardy Recreation Area.  

Table 12 summarizes all public park facilities within Big Prairie Township. (Table 12) A descriptive 

narrative for parks operated by the Big Prairie Township Park Commission and the Township is provided 

in the following the table. Narrative for parks owned or operated by other entities, such as Newaygo 

County or the State of Michigan, were captured from facility descriptions available on their respective 

websites.  ADA Accessibility assessments were not performed for parks outside of the Big Prairie 

Township or Big Prairie Township Park Commission’s jurisdiction.  
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Table 12 

Recreation Facilities Within Big Prairie Township 

Park Name & 
Size (Acres) 

Ownership/ 
Operator 

Park Type Facilities/ Features 
Accessibility 

Ranking* (1-5) 
Accessible 
Elements 

Service 
Area 

Big Bend Park 
BPT Park 
Commission 

Campground 

-230 Semi-Modern Sites 
-Boat Launch 
-Restrooms  
-Marina  
-Nature Area 

2 
-Dedicated 
accessible 
bathrooms 

Region 

Croton-Hardy 
Pathway 
(6 Miles) 

Newaygo 
County 

On-Road Trail  -Paved Trail N/A  Local 

Hardy Dam 
County Marina  

Newaygo 
County 

Marina 

-35 Slips  
-Boat Rental  
-Boat Launch  
-Potable Water  
-Vault Restrooms 
-Pump-Out Service  

N/A  Region  

Hardy Recreation 
Area 
(30 Acres) 

Big Prairie  
Township 

Community 
Park 

-Picnic Pavilion  
-Softball Field  
-Vault Toilet  

2 -Picnic Pavilion Local 

Newaygo County 
State Park  
(257 acres) 

State of 
Michigan 
DNR 

Campground 
& Day Use 

-90 Rustic Campsites  
-Boat Launch  
-Vault Restrooms 
-Picnic Area 
-Playground  
-Beach  

N/A  Region 

Operators Village 
Day Park  

BPT Park  
Commission 

Regional Park 

-30 Parking Spaces (N. side 36
th

) 
-10 Parking Spaces (S. side 36

th
) 

-Vault Restrooms  
-Fishing Pier 
-Picnic Area 
-Canoe Takeout (N side of 36

th
) 

-Canoe Launch (S side of 36
th

) 
-Portage Trail  

2 
-Accessible 
path to fishing 
pier 

Region 

Oxbow Park  
BPT Park 
Commission 

Campground 
& Day Use 

-197 semi-modern sites 
-Central Restrooms  
-Showers  
-Public Boat launch 
-Marina  
-Beach   

2 
-New ADA 
compliant 
bathrooms 

Region 

Sandy Beach 
County Park 
(129 acres)  

Newaygo 
County  

Campground 
& Day Use 

-225 Semi-Modern Sites 
-Restrooms  
-Showers  
-Picnic Area 
-Beach 
-Playground 
-Boat Launch 
-Dock Rentals 

N/A  Region 

*Accessibility Rankings: 1 = none of the site elements meet 2010 ADA Standards for Accessible Design; 2 = some; 3 = most; 4 = all; and 5 = 
the facility meets the Principles of Universal Design  



29 | P a g e  
 

  

Figure 8 

RECREATION  

AREA 



30 | P a g e  
 

Michigan Department of Natural Resources  

Newaygo State Park 

Newaygo State Park is a 99-site rustic campground, sitting atop 20-foot embankments overlooking the 

Hardy Dam Pond, a six-mile flooding of the Muskegon River. The park caters primarily to campers, 

anglers, and recreational boaters. There are several picnic sites overlooking the reservoir for day users. 

The campground is nestled in oak and poplar forests and is noted for its large, private sites and scenic 

beauty. There is a 20-30 foot forested buffer between sites, and each site is provided with a picnic table 

and a fire ring (State of Michigan).   

Newaygo County Parks & Recreation  

“The Edge” Croton-Hardy Pathway 

The Edge is a 6-mile trail is known for its hilly terrain and lush valleys surrounding the Muskegon and 

White Rivers as well as many lakes, wetlands and streams. From Croton Dam to Hardy Dam along the 

Muskegon River, this picturesque trail was completed in the fall of 2013. 

This first “dam-to-dam” section is part of a county-wide project to build over 80 miles of connected, 

paved pathways for walkers, runners and cyclists. When completed, the pathways will connect 12 

townships and the communities of Fremont, Grant, Hesperia, Newaygo and White Cloud. This trail will 

be incorporated into the Dragon Trail at Hardy Dam (newaygocountyexploring.com). 

Hardy Dam County Marina 

Hardy Dam County Marina is located in a protected cove right next to the Hardy Dam on 4,000-acre 

Hardy Pond. The marina provides access to 17 miles of open waterway with miles of undeveloped 

shoreline. The marina currently offers 35 slips with daily and seasonal rental, boat launch, potable 

water, vault toilets, and pump-out service (Newaygo County).   

Sandy Beach County Park  

Sandy Beach County Park is situated on 129 acres along the shore of the 4,000-acre Hardy Pond. This 

park offers 176 campsites, 26 of which are full hook-up, and 9 camping cabins. A three lane modern boat 

launch and dock rentals are also available. Additionally, this park features a sandy swimming beach, 

picnic area, play areas, and a group camping site. A pavilion is available for reservation. (Newaygo 

County).  

Big Prairie Township Park Commission  

Big Bend Park 

Located on the west shore of Hardy Pond and accessed off Elm Road via 16th Ave (refer to Figure 8), this 

park has three separate semi-modern camping areas separated by a nature area. There are 230 camping 

sites available. Facilities include restrooms, electric service, marina, some area water hydrants (no 

sewer), playgrounds and picnic areas. A public boat launch is available adjacent to the southerly 

camping area. Other amenities include cabins, playgrounds, a beach, docks, bathhouses, pavilion and a 

dump station. After the summer camping season, park usage drops off, but the park is used for ice 

fishing access during winter. This park is extensively wooded with Hardy Pond views everywhere.  
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Accessibility analysis: Some elements of the park are accessible, including bathrooms. One site is 

reserved for handicap campers. Docks need to be upgraded to ADA standards. 

Big Bend Park Map 

 

Operators Village Day Park 

Operators Village is a public facility located on the east side of Hardy Pond near the Hardy Dam with 

vehicular access to parking on the north side of 36th Street. Amenities include an accessible fishing pier, 

playground equipment, beaches, pavilion, grills, and picnic areas.  This facility was developed in 2001 

and is part of a Consumers Energy hydroelectric dam project licensed by the Federal Energy Regulatory 

Commission. This park is expected to connect to 

the Dragon Trail at Hardy Dam within the next 

five years. 

Accessibility analysis: Some elements of the 

park are accessible. Path to fishing pier is paved 

and accessible; however walkway leading to the 

pavilion is gravel. 
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Oxbow Park  

Oxbow Park contains about 200 semi-modern sites 

with electrical service and water service (no sewer). 

There are two camping cabins, with plans to add 

more in the future. It has central restrooms with 

toilets and showers, and a large marina with slips 

available for occasional and seasonal use. Some of 

the sites are reserved for seasonal use, and the park 

is host to many short-term visitors. It has a pleasant 

beach, playground amenities, all-around shore 

exposure and a nice boat launch area featuring two new docks. Similar to Big Bend Park, park usage 

drops off in the fall, with winter use primarily for ice fishing access.  

Accessibility analysis: Some elements of the park are accessible, including new bathrooms. Docks need 

to be upgraded to ADA standards. Approach to campground office needs to be improved. 

  

 

Oxbow Park Map  
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Big Prairie Township  

Hardy Recreation Area 

Hardy Recreation Area is located on the east side of Hardy Drive in Section 33 and contains about 30 

acres, of which about half is wooded. Presently, the open area has a picnic pavilion, playground 

equipment, and a softball field. This park is used primarily by local residents, and it will be a focus for 

improvements planned and implemented by the Big Prairie Township Board.  

Accessibility analysis:  Some elements of the park are accessible, including the pavilion. Proposed 

modifications to improve ADA accessibility include: parking area with walkway connecting to park 

facilities; walkway to pavilion; accessible picnic table with walkway connecting; above ground privy 

toilet facility with walkway spur from main walkway; and playground equipment. 

Adjacent Recreation Facilities  

Adjacent recreation facilities include facilities near Big Prairie Township that are accessible to township 

residents. For the purposes of this plan, only Newaygo County facilities are identified. The facilities, 

along with their type, facilities (facility elements), and service area are included below for reference. 

Because these facilities are all county facilities, they are available to Big Prairie Township residents for 

recreation and leisure. (Table 13) 

Table 13 

Newaygo County Parks & Recreation Facilities  
(Adjacent to Big Prairie Township) 

Park Name & 
Size (Acres) 

Ownership/ 
Operator 

Park Type Facilities/ Features 
Service 

Area 

Henning Park 
Campground 
(82 Acres) 

Newaygo 
County 

Campground 

-Boat Launch 
-60 Modern Campsites  
-Baseball Diamonds 
-Soccer Field 
-Volleyball Court 
-Basketball Court   

County 

Pettibone Lake 
Park Campground 
(3 Acres) 

Newaygo 
County  

Campground 

-16 Semi Modern 
Campsites  
-Beach  
-Boat Launch 

County 

Sports Park  
County Park 
(89.91 Acres) 

Newaygo 
County 

Sports Park 

-Educational Building 
(Lodge) 
-Office 
-Outdoor Stage  
-Two Toboggan Runs 
-Ice Skating Area 
-Maintenance Facility  
-Snowmobile Trailhead 

County  
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Michigan’s Dragon at Hardy Dam 

The Trail 

The Dragon Trail is a non-motorized, multi-use, natural surface trail. It will include a 47-mile mountain 

biking and pedestrian adventure loop trail designed, engineered and endorsed by the prestigious 

International Mountain Bicycling Association (IMBA). Construction is expected to be complete in 2021-

2022. The trail will be managed by Mecosta and Newaygo county parks boards and maintained through 

revenues and fees generated from the trail. It will also be located on land owned by Consumers Energy 

and will have water views, challenging valleys, and 23 proposed bridges along the trail.  

A Brief History 

In summer of 2013, the Newaygo County Board of Commissioners voted to make the Hardy Pond Trail 

concept a community priority by bringing the project under the County’s purview. The county 

established a joint committee that included Mecosta County and brought together a number of other 

stakeholders to participate in the development of the trail. A financial commitment was made by the 

Fremont Area Community Foundation for an economic impact study and trail design was completed in 

2014 by the International Mountain Biking Association. After years of planning and coordination, The 

Dragon received approval from the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission and proceeded into the first 

phase of construction in 2019. 

Impacts for Big Prairie Township  

The Dragon is expected to significantly increase traffic and usage of parks in Big Prairie Township, which 

will connect campgrounds, marinas, and day parks that outline the Hardy Dam Pond. The trail will bring 

new visibility to the township’s parks through passers-by; and the parks will serve as trailheads for the 

Dragon. The anticipated increase in visitors to the area is expected to create many service sector and 

tourism-related economic development opportunities in the Newaygo area, including Big Prairie 

Township. 
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RESOURCE INVENTORY  
The resource inventory of this plan identifies open space that the community feels is important to 

protect into the future. Communities choose to protect open space land for many reasons; but the most 

common are that the land is ecologically significant. Wetlands, floodplains, groundwater recharge areas, 

woodlands, farmland, wildlife habitat, rare species, and scenic viewsheds are all examples of ecological 

features that may have significant value from a conservation standpoint.  

Native Prairie Grass Project 

In 2007, Big Prairie Township entered into a cooperative arrangement with the Natural Resource 

Conservation Service (NRCS) of the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) to restore a 34-acre prairie 

grass habitat as existed in the area over 150 years ago. The actual area is part of a township-owned 

cemetery in the SW ¼ of section 18.  

The restoration process involved removing most woody vegetation, prescribed burning, invasive plant 

species control, and re-seeding. The project intended to restore rare and declining (grass) habitats. 

Initially, the invasive species Scotch Pine was removed by hydro axing the trees. Prescribed burns 

followed. The initial effort extended into 2009 with costs shared between the USDA and Big Prairie 

Township.  

Subsequent to these initial efforts, a grant from the Fremont Area Community Foundation was made 

available to help eliminate additional woody species. In 2014, the Big Prairie/Everett Township 

Cemetery was awarded an additional grant from I.T.C., a private energy transmission company, for 

continuing work on the prairie and to install signage and build a handicap accessible walkway. 

Big Prairie Township considers the prairie grass effort a significant part of its efforts to create a more 

sustainable community. As such, the project will be noted as an on-going “green” project in the five-year 

recreation plan.  

DESCRIPTION OF THE PLANNING AND PUBLIC INPUT PROCESS 

Planning Methods  

In order to effectively evaluate future recreation needs in Big Prairie Township, a number of planning 

methods were used. The State of Michigan provides a framework for evaluating certain types of 

recreational facilities, through a select set of criteria. These criteria in most circumstances should only 

be used as a guide in determining whether or not certain types of recreational facilities are warranted or 

needed in relation to the population of Big Prairie Township.  

In addition to reviewing facilities against state recreation standards, the Township Board and Park 

Ccommission reviewed results from input received at public meetings, citizen comments, professional 

planning input, and used their local community knowledge to reach conclusions about the Township’s 

future recreation needs.  
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It should be understood that the specific recreation needs of residents of Big Prairie Township may 

differ from the recreational needs of the many seasonal visitors to the community. Users of the Big 

Prairie Township Park Commission facilities are predominantly non-residents, and these facilities are 

essentially public facilities operated as non-profit ventures. The local economic spin-off is significant. Big 

Prairie Township officials must strike a balance between continuing to support facilities that contribute 

to the local economy and serving the recreational needs of township residents. This balance is reflected 

in the Goals & Objectives and Action Plan of this document. 

Public Input Process  

To begin the public input process, a parks and recreation survey was developed and was posted on the 

Big Prairie Township government and Big Prairie Parks websites. The survey was directly emailed to 203 

Big Prairie Parks campers and made available online from September through mid-December 2019. A 

copy of the survey questionnaire is included in Appendix C, along with summarized results of the 62 

responses that were submitted. 

Next, the public was invited to participate in a public meeting on October 10, 2019, which was intended 

to gain a better understanding of resident recreation needs within Big Prairie Township. The meeting 

was conducted during the regular monthly meeting of the Township Park Commission, in partnership 

with the Township Board. The notice published for the public meeting included notice of the survey and 

invited the public’s input and participation. During the public meeting, residents were asked to complete 

the survey, as well as share comments and questions in a town hall format. One member from the 

general public was in attendance, in addition to representatives from the Township Board and Park 

Commission. Comments received during the planning process are included in Appendix C.  

After the draft plan was completed in December 2019, residents were invited to review the plan and 

provide comment about its contents during a 30-day public review period. A notice was published on 

December 9 and January 6 to notify the public of the review period, where to locate the proposed draft 

recreation plan, and to announce the date of the public hearing to receive comments regarding the 

proposed draft. The public review period was held from December 15, 2019 through January 13, 2020; 

the proposed draft was available for review at the Big Prairie Township Hall and on the WMSRDC 

website; and the public hearing took place on January 14. Copies of public meeting notices and meeting 

minutes are available in Appendix A.  
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NARROWING THE FOCUS – GOALS, OBJECTIVES, AND ACTION PLAN 
The function of this section is to synthesize information gleaned from the community with data 

collected for this plan, evaluate recreation needs against state recreation criterion, weigh public 

comment, and articulate needs from an administrative perspective.  

Goals and Objectives 

Big Prairie Township  

Goal 1: Maintain a long-term commitment, in participation with other public and private entities, to 

develop and complete a hiking trail system around Hardy Pond.  

Goal 2: Maintain a long term commitment to the prairie grass restoration program, but with a very 

modest local fund outlay.  

Goal 3: Devise a development plan and a phased program of improvements at Hardy Recreation Area 

focusing primarily upon the needs of local residents.  

Goal 4: Cooperate with the coalition of organizations and local government units to complete and 

promote The Dragon Trail at Hardy Dam.  

Goal 5: Secure funding from entities such as the State of Michigan to support development of The 

Dragon Trail at Hardy Dam, as well as for improvements at Hardy Recreation Area.  

Big Prairie Township Park Commission  

Goal 1: Upgrade aging infrastructure at Big Bend and Oxbow campgrounds.  

 Objective 1.1: Sanitary station upgrade or renovation at both campgrounds.   
 Objective 1.2: Replace wells at both campgrounds.   
 Objective 1.3: Replace all well houses at both parks.  
 Objective 1.4: Develop additional parking areas in both parks.  
 Objective 1.5: Replace catwalk and docking system at both campgrounds.  
 Objective 1.6: Survey expansion area at Oxbow campground.  
 
Goal 2: Upgrade aging facilities at Big Bend Campground, Oxbow Campground, and Operators Village.  

 Objective 2.1: Replace bathhouse in Big Bend campground – The Point.  
 Objective 2.2: Renovate additional bathrooms in both campgrounds. 
 Objective 2.3: Upgrade beach and playground equipment in both campgrounds. 
 Objective 2.4: Add additional playground equipment at Operators Village Day Park.   
 
Goal 3: Construct new facilities at Big Bend and Oxbow campgrounds. 

 Objective 3.1: Placement of additional cabins in both campgrounds.  
 Objective 3.2: Placement of two (2) fishing docks at Big Bend Campground.  
 Objective 3.3: Placement of one (1) fishing dock at Oxbow campground. 

Objective 3.4: Develop full-hookup section at Big Bend campground. 
 Objective 3.5: Office – Oxbow Park.  
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 Goal 4: Improve ADA accessibility at all parks. 

Objective 4.1:  New facility construction and facilities upgrades should comply with ADA 
Standards for Accessible Design.  

Objective 4.2:  Update amenities to remove barriers to access and include elements of 
accessibility.  

 

  



39 | P a g e  
 

PROPOSED FIVE YEAR ACTION PLANS 
Over the next five-year period, the Big Prairie Township Recreation Plan will be used by Big Prairie 

Township and the Big Prairie Township Park Commission to guide actions toward the goals set forth 

through this planning process. Through this and past planning processes, it became apparent that 

community members and visitors value the existing recreational opportunities, both local and regional 

in nature, currently available in the Township. 

Through the process of developing the plan, community leaders stressed the need to bring 

campground/RV facilities up to date, and expressed an eagerness to cooperate with Newaygo County 

and other partners to see that Michigan’s Dragon Trail is completed. All upgrades and improvements to 

recreation facilities will be designed to meet ADA accessibility standards. It is also a priority to maintain 

the rehabilitated prairie lands to preserve the Township’s history.   

The proposed action plans for the Township Board and the Park Commission are detailed below, and 

presented in a parallel format, similar to the Goals and Objectives section.  

Big Prairie Township Action Plan 

Year 1  

 Hardy Day Park – Development Plan   $1,000 
 Set-aside for future improvements @ Hardy Day Park $2,500 

Year 2  

 Soccer area grading/seeding 
 (to be done with volunteers)    $3,500 
 Hardy Day Park Phase 1     $100,000* 

Year 3 

 Set-aside for Hardy Day Park improvements  $3,500 

Year 4 

 Set-aside for Hardy Day Park improvements  $3,500 

Year 5 

 Set-aside for Hardy Day Park improvements  $3,500 

Note: Set-asides are shown as a budget tool to allow accumulation of funds for a larger project or as a 

basis for matching funds for potential grants.  The assumption is that the Township would create a 

specific Hardy Day Park account and actually fund it.  

*This project will require more funds than allowed for normal budget expenses. The Township may opt 

to use its money as matching funds for a grant which would possibly allow completion of the entire 

proposed Hardy Day Park Trail, and perhaps another related project.  
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Big Prairie Township Park Commission Action Plan  

Year 1 (2020) 
 Lot resizing and site markers      $10,000  

Primitive campsites      $10,000 

(makes up the number of sites taken out during resizing.) 

Receive Cabin #1      $17,000  

Full hookup sites (13)      $20,000  

One (1) Bathhouse upgrade     $15,000  

Two (2) Well upgrade      $16,000  

New parking lot (Oxbow)    $30,000 

Exit gates       $4,000  

ADA swimming area      $20,000  

Kayak Launch       $15,000  

TOTAL  $157,000 

Year 2 (2021) 
 New Bathhouse with Septic     $200,000  

Fishing Dock (2)      $10,000  

Lot resizing and site markers     $10,000  

Receive Cabin #2      $17,000  

TOTAL  $237,000  

Year 3 (2022) 
 One (1) Well upgrade      $8,000 

Receive Cabin #3      $17,000   

Boat launch / repairs      $40,000   

New Bathhouse      $160,000   

Lot resizing and site markers     $10,000   

TOTAL  $235,000   

Year 4 (2023) 
 Playground Equip. upgrade     $54,000  

Lot resizing and site markers     $10,000  

Two (2) Bathhouse upgrade    $30,000  

New parking lot day park    $30,000  

Camp Shelters primitive only (4)       $6,000  

TOTAL  $130,000 

Year 5 (2024) 
 Three (3) Bathhouse upgrade     $45,000  

Office        $120,000  

Dump Station – full hookup     $50,000 

TOTAL $215,000 
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Additional Comment 

Financial Issues 

Due to the somewhat complex nature of the administrative relationship between Big Prairie Township 

and Big Prairie Township Park Commission, financial issues arose during the planning process. For 

example, it is not clear whether there is a legal bonding mechanism available to the Park Commission. 

Bond financing is a way to accomplish a larger project, or even a combination of projects simultaneously 

in a way that saves time and achieves some economies of scale. The actual feasibility and political will of 

bond-type financing for a recreation project is unknown at this point. 

Based upon cursory cost estimates, some of the potential projects would be difficult for the Park 

Commission to accomplish during a 5-year pay-as-you-go program in lieu of outside assistance. With 

repayment from Park Commission funds, it may be possible for the Township to help fund a project 

“package,” in combination with grant funds from the State of Michigan or other sources.  

As an example, consider a project of improvements shown below. This is an illustration presented solely 
for comparison and does not necessarily represent any local intent to pursue bonding as means of 
financing. 

Example Project Total Cost   $1,000,000 
Assume State of Michigan Grant  $500,000 
50% Local Match for Grant (by bonding)  $500,000 
Estimated annual bond debt cost at 4.5%, 

  Over 10 years    $63,200 per year 
  Over 15 years    $46,555 per year 

Parallel Action Programs 

The primary need in Big Prairie Township, and the surrounding area in general, for the Campground/RV 

parks operated by the Park Commission is not to address a lack of open space or greenway space. 

Rather, the need for supplemental funding to reconstruct aging infrastructure at these beautiful 

facilities, which to a large extent, serve mostly people from outside the township. In this respect, Big 

Bend and Oxbow parks function as “regional” parks that are publicly owned and operated, and provide 

significant benefits to the local economy. 

Public Participation  

Copies of meeting notices and comments received from the public are included in the appendix section.  

The lack of public interest in the recreational planning is regrettable and not fully understood. It is 

possible that residents appreciate what they already have and do not perceive additional needs. It may 

also be true that the visitors who are the primary users of the campgrounds and other area recreational 

facilities do not believe that it is their problem.   
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APPENDIX  

A. Ratification  

Resolution of adoption by the Big Prairie Township Board - January 14, 2020 
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Resolution of adoption by the Big Prairie Township Park Commission - January 14, 2020 
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Letter transmitting adopted plan to Newaygo County  

  



45 | P a g e  
 

Letter transmitting adopted plan to the West Michigan Shoreline Regional Development 

Commission 
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B. Public Notification  

Notice of October 10, 2019public input meeting published 9/30/19  
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Notice of public review period and public hearing published 12/9/19 and 1/6/20 
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C. Summary of Public Input  

Survey Questionnaire  

Distributed at the township hall, posted on the Township and Park Commission websites from 

September through December 2019 (two pages), and directly mailed to 203 township parks customers: 
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Summary of survey questionnaire responses: 

Number of surveys submitted through online survey: 62 

 
 

1. Do you live in Big Prairie Township? 

- Yes: 19 30.6% 

- No: 43 69.4% 
 

2. What is your age group? 

- 0-23: 1 1.6% 

- 24-35: 8 12.9% 

- 36-49: 26 41.9% 

- 50-64: 23 37.1% 

- 65+: 4 6.5% 

 

3. What is your primary zip code? 

(Dataset incomplete) 
 

4. How often do you visit any of the following parks in Big Prairie Township? 

 
5. How often do you visit any of the following parks in Big Prairie Township? 
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6. Select your primary reasons for visiting parks in Big Prairie Township (choose up to 3) 

1. Boating    49 

2. Camping    41 

3. Swimming   23 

4. Fishing    19 

5. Nature Walk   9 

6. Playground   7 

     Picnicking    7 

8. Attend Group Activity  5 

9. Bike Riding   4 

10. Disc Golf    2 

11. Basketball   1 

       Other    1   Soccer 
 

7. Please rate the overall maintenance of buildings and grounds at Big Prairie Township parks you visit 

- Average Rating: 3.23 out of 5 

- 61 responses 
 

8. If you seldom or never use our parks, what would the reason be?  

- Lack of facilities  11 34.4% 

- No time   2 6.3% 

- Don’t know what’s available 4 12.5% 

- Too crowded  4 12.5% 

- Too far away  0 0% 

- Not interested  5 15.6% 

- Other   6 18.8%   Lots are too small; Not maintained well; Dirty; Lot size too 

small; Lack of good season; Not family friendly 
 

9. What recreation activities do you enjoy at any of our parks? 

1. Boating    52 20.6% 

2. Camping   41 16.2% 

3. Beach/Swim  26 10.3% 

4. Relaxation   25 9.9% 

5. Fishing   22 8.7% 

6. Nature Walks  15 5.9% 

7. Dog Walking  12 4.7% 

8. Playgrounds  11 4.3% 

9. Picnicking   10 4.0% 

     Photography  10 4.0% 

11. Kayaking   9 3.6% 

12. Bike Riding    7 2.8% 

13. Basketball  4 1.6% 

14. Canoeing   3 1.2% 

15. Disc Golf   2 1.0% 

       Bird Watching  2 1.0% 

17. Baseball   1 0.4% 

       Other   1 0.4%   Soccer 
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10. What new or different recreation activities would you like to see in any of our parks? 

- More things for the kids other then crafts. 

- Would like to see soccer nets. 

- Kayak launch 

- Better beach and playground areas 

- bike trails 

- Upgrade of everything - very outdated and dirty. 

- adults only areas, power sports trails, rifle/pistol ranges 

- At Big Bend: More/ Bigger events. Such as cookouts, guitar playing, dj/karaoke etc. 

- A bigger emphasis on holding tournaments, outings, or some "get-togethers" in order to draw more 

outsiders to the area. 

- Nude beach 

- More trails/ swimming pool/grocery store/gas 

- Better upkeep of grounds More playground equipment for kids 

- Just cleaner and updated areas would be great. 

- Splash pad 

- More play equipment for children spaced throughout the park (big bend) 

 

11. In your opinion, which group is most underserved within Big Prairie Parks? 

- Seniors   12 23.1% 

- Adult:   4 7.7% 

- Young Adult:  6 11.5% 

- High School:  11 21.2% 

- Middle School:  2 3.8% 

- Elementary/Pre-K:  7 13.5% 

- Disabled Persons  10 19.2% 

 

12. In general, what should be our #1 focus for future parks improvements? 

- Upgrade existing facilities 29 47.5% 

- Maintain existing facilities 8 13.1% 

- Build new facilities  8 13.1% 

- Add/improve amenities 10 16.4% 

- Other   6 9.8%     Larger lots; Improve boat launch; Hunting areas; Safety; Fix 

seasonal lottery 

  

13. If funding became available, which 5 improvements would be your highest priority? 

1. Bathroom/shower  43 

2. Lot size   28 

3. Full hookup  26 

4. Wastewater system 24 

5. Beach/swim area  23 

6. Security   16 

7. Camp store  17 

     Campground expansion 17 

9. Parking   12 

     Fishing pier  12 
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11. Playground  10 

       Picnic/grilling area 10 

       Electrical system  10 

14. Cabin camping  7 

15. Dog Park   6 

       Other   6  Road into Oxbow; Stronger docks; Better docks; Fish cleaning station; 

Improve boat launch; Hunting 

17. Basketball/baseball/soft 5 

18. Primitive camping  2 

 

14. Regarding Michigan’s Dragon at Hardy Dam, what would you use the trail primarily for? 

1. Walking/running  29 

2. Not interested in the trail 21 

3. Biking   16 

     Hiking/backpacking 16 

5. Photography  10 

6. Nature/bird watching 5 

7. Overnight camping  3 

8. Winter activities  1 

 

15. What are the strengths of the park(s) you visit? 

- The location is the major strength of the park! (+4 other similar comments) 

- Access to the river (+4 other similar comments) 

- Friendly and clean (+3 other similar comments) 

- Very nice staff 

- I like that there’s always someone nice to help when you need it 

- Boat Launch 

- Water view 

- Atmosphere 

- Cabins 

- Quiet. Close to my boat 

- Enjoy camping on the point 

- Been up here for 50 + years 

- Most beautiful spot on the river 

- Big Bend is a very clean park, well maintained. 

- They are comfortable and easily assessable 

- The people who pay for their seasonal camping/boat slips. Can’t turn your back on those folks. 

- Big Bend. The new maintenance staff. In past years you could tell things were barely being upkept. In the last 

year alone we have seen remarkable improvements. Bathrooms are being remodeled, repairs are taking 

place almost immediately (cleaning them seems to be another issue). Grounds are being kept much more 

satisfactory. The park still has plenty of room for improvements but whatever you're doing, keep doing it 

and we will keep coming back! 

- Nothing. Fire the board and clean up the place. Been a member there for over 15 years along with my family. 

Place went to shit. Big Bend that is 

- None 
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16. What are the weaknesses of the park(s) you visit? 

- Restrooms/showers (+4 similar comments) 

- Facilities (+1 similar comment) 

- Small facilities and small playground 

- Lot sizes (+2 similar comments) 

- Need more trailer spots on the point 

- Nothing 

- Everything 

- Dirty 

- Doesn’t seem updated. Just maintained. 

- Somewhat run down. 

- Old and outdated 

- The power grid, old buildings that are in need of repair, lack of full hookups and security. 

- Feeling safe /no one there 

- Night patrol, a bit loud after quiet time. 

- Lottery 

- Docks 

- Boat launch at Big Bend needs more lanes and temporary launch mooring/beaching spots. 

- Oxbow Staffs knowledge of the park and abilities. The parks have suffered since Jenni and Pete have left. 

- Staff in the office - they are under-trained, and under-staffed. Should it take 30 minutes to drop off payment 

for septic clean and pick up a bag of ice? 2019 office staff at Big Bend was terrible... 

- Facilities cleanliness. All summer long the bathrooms were barely touched it seemed like. Wed see the 

cleaning lady (sometimes a guy with her) pull up to the bathroom and leave after 10 minutes and never 

return. Not sure about you but what can you clean in 10 minutes? 

- Need better maintenance. Grass on lots, boat ramp, docks and more black water drains 

- overcrowding, dog urine and feces everywhere, unsupervised children 

- Big bend is under par compared to other seasonal camping places. 

- Fire the board and clean up the place. Been a member there for over 15 years along with my family. Place 

went to shit. Big Bend that is 

- The park board doesn't seem to care AT ALL about making the Seasonal Campers happy or comfortable. 

Never ask for their input...disrespectful. The seasonal campers, after all, pretty much PAY for the park. 

- Tents are now allowed in the trailer park which brings in more problems (partying, drugs, loud music..). Rules 

are not enforced on transients (they park on green belt, leave dogs unattended and barking) Families do not 

want to camp with the problems the tent campers bring 

 

17. What information would be helpful for use to include on our website, newaygoparks.com? 

- Correct map 

- Pictures that show the real truth about the parks being outdated and dirty. 

- Family Family Family 

- Parties for boaters 

- Lot sizes 

- Pictures of the river and activities to do. 

- When to get ready for the lottery 

- Current and future improvements. Ways you plan to make the parks better. 
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18. What may we address that is of great concern to you? 

- I camp with my kids & grand kids and I feel that some of the other campers are being allowed to be as loud 

as they want at anytime. 

- Old docks 

- Campground maintenance 

- The dump station and bath house. Laundry facilities would be a nice feature 

- Bathrooms are gross 

- Bathrooms and showers 

- Maybe another dump station closer to the front of Big Bend. 

- Improve boat parking at the launch for parking the tow rig, eliminate all the rocks that were put on shore. 

- Cleaning up the park  

-  do not build dragon tail, the campgrounds are over capacity, you cant swing a dead cat and not hit another 

campground do not expand them, the water is beat to a froth from too many boats. The last thing we need 

is more people. I am sure some pizza place owner says we need the money but everybody else in the area 

has to put with the throngs of the other people 

- Again, just being up to par with other camping places. 

- Roads leading to both parks are awful! 

- Weeds by docking areas, the record keeping, the people that run the parks 

- The lottery! 

- Stupid lottery has driven majority of people we camp with out of there and I to other camp grounds. 

- Drinking, drugs 

- Do not allow tents in the trailer park or more than one tent per site at the point. Big bend has a bad 

reputation because it gets out of hand 

- The park board doesn't seem to care AT ALL about making the Seasonal Campers happy or comfortable. 

Never ask for their input...disrespectful. The seasonal campers, after all, pretty much PAY for the park. 

- Security and some kind of septic system. 

- Just updating the existing bath houses. Making a grilling area where everyone can grill. 

- Maintenance and upgrades 

- WiFi access 

- We wish the park was more family friendly. Park is great during the week, but we don’t let our kids leave the 

site once the sun is down on weekends due to all the constant rowdiness, drunkenness, and overall lack of 

respect for other campers from certain groups. We flat out refuse to reserve sites at the point. 

- The showers are not private. As a women someone could come in while I'm showering 
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Summary of comments received at the public meeting held on October 10, 2019: 

- Meeting was held during a regular meeting of the Big Prairie Township Board.  

- One member of the community and one member from the Big Prairie Township Park Commission 

attended the public meeting. 

- No specific comments were received from the public; however, those in attendance had a 

productive conversation regarding the need to make the parks “ADA friendlier” (hand rails at steps, 

sidewalk extended, etc.). 

 

Minutes from public meeting on October 10, 2019: 

 
  



57 | P a g e  
 

Summary of comments received at the public hearing held on January 14, 2020, following 

30-day review period: 

- No members of the community attended the public meeting to comment on the proposed 

recreation plan draft. 

- No comments regarding the proposed recreation plan draft were received in writing. 

 

Minutes from public hearing on January 14, 2020: 

continued…  
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