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Project Purpose
O ne of the most significant natural
areas in southwest Michigan is the
state of Michigan’s Barry State Game
Area (BSGA) and Yankee Springs
Recreation Area. Collectively, they
comprise 22,000 acres of public open
space and wildlife habitat. This protect-
ed area is large enough to support
numerous game, non-game, and federal-
ly endangered species and provides a
sense of wildness unique to southwest
Michigan.

Unfortunately, the BSGA contains
numerous in-holdings (privately held
properties) which, if further developed,
will increase habitat fragmentation.
Currently, there is development pressure
along the edges of the BSGA which pro-
motes residential and commercial
growth and severely impacts the capaci-
ty of this resource management area to
support wildlife and recreation. If these
forces are not addressed, the long-term
viability of the BSGA will be severely
affected.

Recognizing this problem, the
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Glass Creek is a scoring criteria for the mapping analysis model. This view of Glass Creek was taken on the Perry Family Conservation
Easement in Hope Township by John Fraser.

Southwest Michigan Land Conservancy
(SWMLC) worked in partnership with
federal, state, and local agencies and
nonprofit organizations to convene a
conservation-planning project with geo-
graphic information system mapping
analysis to explore conservation oppor-
tunities and develop an action plan.
This project creates a private-public
partnership framework to increase pro-
tected land that has the greatest benefit
for conservation of the BSGA.
SWMLC will use this conservation plan
to reach out to landowners in the BSGA
area to permanently protect more land
which will help maintain sufficiently
sized, healthy habitats to sustain a thriv-
ing and diverse range of native plants
and animals.

What are we trying to protect?
“Barry County is the Central Park
of southern Michigan,” states Bonnie
Hildreth, executive director of the Barry
Community Foundation. “Itis green
and beautiful with parks, protected
lands, and miles of hiking and biking
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trails, including the BSGA, Middleville
State Game Area, and Yankee Springs
Recreation Area. Conserved land is
vital to the identity of Barry County.”
The BSGA contains the headwaters
of two rivers: the Thornapple River
(Grand River watershed) and the Gun
Plain River (Kalamazoo River water-
shed). Many fish and wildlife species
depend on these freshwater resources
and large expanses of habitat with out-
standing ecological value. The BSGA
and surrounding area also support two
state-endangered (E) wildlife species, 14
state-threatened species, and 26 state
species of special concern (SC), includ-
ing four federally listed species:
Cerulean warbler (SC), Eastern
Massasauga rattlesnake (SC), Indiana
bat (E), and Mitchell’s satyr butterfly
(E). These federally listed species
depend on the wetlands and freshwater
resources in the project area for their
survival, utilizing the rare prairie fen,
dry-mesic southern forest, and dry sand
prairie habitats found in the BSGA.

(continued on page 3)
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A. BSGA In-holdings. In-holdings (privately owned properties) in the BSGA are the most important properties
to protect based on the Michigan Department of Natural Resources’ objectives of protecting their state game areas. To
keep the BSGA as unfragmented as possible, an effort to “fill in the holes” would provide the greatest recreational and
ecological benefit. There are many ecologically sensitive in-holdings that are currently not protected.

B. Migratory Songbird Habitat. The southeastern edge of the BSGA is an identified Important Bird Area
(IBA) for the Cerulean warbler, with 220 additional acres protected by the Michigan Audubon Society along this edge of
the BSGA. This land is part of an IBA and critical to protect because it is prime habitat for the Cerulean warbler.

C. SGA Habitat Corridor. This land is the most feasible connection between the Fish Lake section of the BSGA
and the main section of the BSGA and is a vital corridor for wildlife.

D. Glass Creek Headwaters. This is the headwaters of Glass Creek and the south end of the BSGA. It is

important to expand this protected area to prevent forest fragmentation, preserve ecologically sensitive land, and protect
critical water resources to promote water quality and protect the fishery.

E. Fish Lake SGA. Protecting additional land expands the south end of the Fish Lake section of the BSGA and the

conserved lands around Guernsey Lake Road, which is a designated Natural Beauty Road and has dramatic topographical
relief.
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These rare species can be considered
indicator species of high-quality habitats
because they are very sensitive to changes
in the ecosystem, and their decline indi-
cates the ecological quality of the project
area is declining. The BSGA and sur-
rounding area have been identified by the
Michigan Natural Features Inventory
(MNFI) as the highest priority area for
conservation in Barry County.

Conservation Threats

In order to maintain these high-
quality watersheds and keep wildlife
species’ numbers at a viable level, it is
important to identify and work to negate
the most significant threats. The planning
team identified the greatest threats to the
project area, mostly related to the overuse
of the land, as:

= Extensive residential development.

e Harmful agricultural practices.

e Landowners lacking information
about beneficial management practices,
ecological restoration, and land protection
options.

 Lost conservation opportunities
due to acquisition costs.

« Invasive species.

These five threats to the project area
are all highly interrelated. In order to
abate these threats and protect the conser-
vation values, the planning team devel-
oped a conservation mapping analysis and
identified conservation objectives to act
on in the future.

Methods

The object of the mapping analysis
was to assign protection priorities to large
properties in an area encompassing the
BSGA. The analysis was constructed by
assigning numerical scores to selected
parcels in the study area based on a variety
of different criteria, then parcels were
ranked for protection priority based on
the total score. The criteria used in assign-
ing scores included: Potential Conserva-
tion Area (PCA) scores of sites in MNFI’s
Barry County PCA Assessment (2007);

proximity to protected parcels; adjacency
to Glass, Turner, or Basset Creeks; inter-
section with the North Country Trail;
level of groundwater recharge; parcel
size; potential for Cerulean warbler habi-
tat; and prime farmland. Because of the
importance of protecting in-holdings,
non-state-owned parcels lying within the
BSGA boundary were considered if they
were greater than nine acres. Parcels
lying outside the BSGA boundary were
included if greater than 19 acres. Parcels
already protected were not considered in
the model. (The results of this mapping
analysis are found on the previous page.)

Conservation Objectives

These objectives will enable the
expansion of this core area of habitat
and land critical for wildlife habitat and
freshwater resource conservation in the
five identified PCAs. To abate the listed
threats, the following objectives could be
implemented.

Objective 1. Land around the BSGA
and in-holdings will be protected from
continued fragmentation and increased
development.

Objective 2. The ecological health of
properties within and surrounding the
high-priority natural areas will be
restored.

Obijective 3. Awareness about the
BSGA conservation mission and project
partners’ conservation initiatives will be
expanded.

Obijective 4. Partnerships between con-
servation organizations in Barry County
will be strengthened.

Obijective 5. Local government land use
planning will promote conservation.

Obijective 6. Financial resources neces-
sary to implement the conservation plan
will be developed.

Obijective 7. Additional conservation-
based planning and research will be
promoted.

Cerulean Warbler

One rare species that bird-
watchers come from all over the
Midwest to view is the Cerulean
warbler. Ceruleans are frequently
indicated as a “top ten” bird sought
out by birdwatchers.

The Cerulean warbler is feder-
ally listed as a Species of Special
Concern. These warblers are the
fastest declining songbird in North
America because they can prosper
only in mature, contiguous forests
over 8,000 acres in size.

Recognizing the importance
of protecting the BSGA for
Cerulean warbler habitat, the
Michigan Audubon Society has
designated the BSGA as an
Important Bird Area (IBA), one
of only five IBAs in the state of
Michigan. The conferring of an
IBA on a site indicates that the site
is globally significant in supporting
bird species that are globally
threatened or vulnerable.

That makes the Cerulean war-
bler a keystone species: if they can
survive here, then many other
wildlife species can also survive.

Cerulean warbler by Phil Swanson.
With thanks to the Michigan
Audubon Society’s web site.
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Barry State Game Area

Conservation Planning Team

SWMLC was part of a planning team assembled to assess the
quality and condition of unprotected land surrounding the Barry
State Game Area.

The planning team consisted of:

e Barry Community Foundation

» Barry Conservation District

e Barry County Land Information Services Department

« Barry County Planning Department

e Richard T. Groos, LLC

e Michigan Audubon Society

e Michigan Department of Natural Resources

« Michigan State University Extension Services

* Pierce Cedar Creek Institute

» Potawatomi RC&D

» Southwest Michigan Land Conservancy

SWMLC is grateful to these organizations for partnering with us
in our analysis and planning efforts. We look forward to collaborating
with them in the future as we move forward to accomplish our objec-
tives, which will protect additional land around this spectacular
resource known as the Barry State Game Area.

To see the full report or learn more about our efforts, call the
SWMLC office at (269) 324-1600.

Yankee Springs Recreation Area, Orangeville
Township. Photo by Andrew Johnson.
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