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The Big Prairie Township Recreation Planavagnally completed in August 2008 with the assistance of
Donald L. Holley\RE, Consulting Engineer. Tinislated edition covering 2020 through 202das

written by the West Michigan Shoreline Regional Development Commission (WMSRDC) in cooperation
with Big Prairie TownshiBoardand the Big Prairie Township Park Commiss/dhSHC is a federal

and state designated regional planning and development agency senirigc2 governments in Lake,
Mason, Muskegon, Newaygo, and Oceana counties.
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INTRODUCTION

¢2 al aNXK@ENI MHzya GKNRdzZAK AdGé g2dd R 0SS Fy LG OKI NJ
before the advent of early settlers to Michigan, the Muskegon River flowed through the loca¢grairi

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 forgduouien

Ay GKS St NIe& wdnaeihiimpodienzdf CrotgroandiHgrdy(DENSs. Thede/lage

reservoirs are a focus for living and recreatfor all who live in the areand for the many visitors who

are attracted by the simple beauty of the area.

The assessment and evaluation of the recreational neetli®tommunity 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 ohe 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 lage Oxbow and Big Bemdmpgrounds through an agreement with Consumers Energy. This is
a nonprofit venture with all revenues used for operation and funding of improvements to these
campgrounds.

How the Planning Process Works

The purpose of recreationalgnning is to inventory and evaluate recreational opportunities, facilities
and needs within the planning jurisdiction of Big Prairie Townsimg to develop a plan to fulfill unmet
needs or to upgrade inadequate recreational facilities within the comiguni

In order to form a basis for potential applications for State of Michigan funding, the planning process
involves community participation and public awareness. Alsfined needs and proposed projects are
prioritized forthe five-year periodof 2020-2024.

This current planning effort is in essence an updating and revision of an original recreation plan
prepared in 1999 for the periodf 19992004.The plan wagreviouslyupdated in 200&nd 2014

During the planning period, the current Newaygo CouRégreation Plan and other local plamsre
reviewed;not only for ideas, bualsoas a way to anticipate and preclude duplication of other locally
available or contemplated recreational facilities or programs, which would also be available in Newaygo
Couny, 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 nesidents and travelers from otherates.Thereforethe

LX FyyAy3 STF2NI Ydzad F20dza Rdzrtfte 2y GKS 201t NB
broader nonresident populace.
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COMMUNITY OVERVIEW

The Setting

Within a 30 mile or so drive from metropolitan

Grand Rapids, Bigdtrie Township and Newaygo Figurel

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

townshipswithin Newaygo County(Figurel) . -

As noted in the introduction, Big Prairie Townshig
is bisected by the Muskegon Riyand its features

are dominated by the enormous backwater lake ¢
Hardy (Dam) Pond, containing in excess,80G —WAYGOCOUNTY
acresDue to its hydropower purpose and

heritage, a large percentage of Hardy Pond
shoreline is owned, controlled and managed by i

Escanaba

Consumers Energy Company. They have beeng |“™" kg s, o= E e
stewards and maintained natural conditions to the NouTgo L o R it
extent feasble. Also, in accordanaeith federal 4 pit B
(FERYPguidelines, recreational opportunities are Bonon Harbor KO0 packon A

provided for the public on lands abutting Hardy
Pond and/or owned by Consumers Energy
Company.

As a resultthe broadly appealing natural setting of Big Prairie Township, enhanced by theaiver
now over 80 years oldind by the heahg regrowth of forests, is botla great yeararound home and a
recreation destination for many more.

The Past

The most recen2017) 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 abouB3(0iquid inches of which is 7680 inchesf average
snowfall Weather extremes seem to vary fnoabout 10 F winter to 100 F summer, with summer
averages of about 80 F and winter averages of abot226.
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Actual land use is somewhat governed by ownershith perhaps 60% of Newaygo County land being
covered by foreswith close to 40% of that lygqwithin 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 irgacultural use, aside from forest areas, much of the renmgiénd use is
for recreational purposes. Keep in mind that about 6 square noleabout 15%o0f Big Prairie Tomship
is occupied by Hardy Pond.

A Big Prairie Township zoninap is presented aSigure2 but it may not be of sdicient detail for
accurate interpretation (Figure2) Additionally,Figure3 displays land use/coveffrigure3)

Water Resources, Soils, Topography

Asthe County Plan states,b Sg @ 32 / 2dzyi& KI & | odzyRIyild adzN¥FI OS
there are fewer lakes within Big Prairie Township than in the rest of Newaygo County, théheisl|

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

Groundvater resources, while plentiful, must continue to be protected from pollution influences and
excessive fertilization from aging septic systamsstructed too close to water featuresd on sites
which would not be acceptable under current guidelines.

Ewen 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 reflectiof 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 3,90acre Hardy Pond appeareder80 years agdrigure 4 shows topography 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 TownsHipe soil associations are as follows:

2 CosaeDelReySickles
5 ColomaSpinksMetea
6 ToogooeBoyer

The associations listed above are all sandy types located in glacial moraines or outwash plains and
terraces. CosadelReySickle is more poorly drained and theoretically less suitable for septic tank
absorption fields. Additional dadetails are available by reference to the Newaygo County Soil Survey.
Figureb graphically depicts the soil associations within Big Prairie TownEhgure5)

Fish and Wildlife
The high percentage ddrest coverand publi¢ or quasipublic, land owrership 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 / stgchrogramscontinue to permitan

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 rosystems to control bank erosion.

Transportation System

Figure6 illustrates the primary network of state road$igure 6)As in most Midwest states, local roads
are aligned along section lines, but conforming to natural obstacles. There is only okeddoRiver
road crossing within the township, which is at Hardy Dam.

Easyaccess to visitors for the many recreational potentials of Big Prairie Townshépréngth.
Anecdotally, occasional rises in tbest of automotive fuehave baely slowed seasmal recreational
traffic in recent years
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Figure 4
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