
Paw Paw River Watershed Project Partners
SWMLC was part of a partnership assembled to develop a management plan for the Paw Paw River Watershed.  The

partners consisted of:
• Almena Township    •  Berrien County Conservation District    •  Berrien County Parks Board
• City of Lawrence Planning Commission    •  Michigan State University Extension    •  The Nature Conservancy
• Sarett Nature Center    •  Southwest Michigan Land Conservancy    •  Southwest Michigan Planning Commission    
• Van Buren County Farmland Preservation Board    •  Van Buren County Planning Board

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 accom-
plish our objectives, which will protect additional land around this spectacular resource known as
the Paw Paw River Watershed.

To see the full management plan, visit www.SWMPC.org.  To learn more about our efforts, 
visit www.SWMLC.org or call the SWMLC office at (269) 324-1600.
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Introduction

The Paw Paw River Watershed
encompasses 446 square miles across

parts of Kalamazoo, Van Buren, and
Berrien counties, including 150 miles of
significant river and tributary streams and
5,800 acres of lakes and ponds.  This
watershed’s abundant natural areas
recharge groundwater supplies and have
tremendous capacity to filter and regulate
the flow of surface water that ultimately
replenishes Lake Michigan via the Paw
Paw and St. Joseph rivers.  Protecting
high-quality water resources within the
Great Lakes basin is a critical objective
recognized by the U.S. Environmental
Protection Agency (EPA) and Michigan
Department of Natural Resources &
Environment (MDNRE), and is the focus
of the Southwest Michigan Land
Conservancy’s (SWMLC) strategic con-
servation planning for this watershed. 

In addition to its significant water
resources, the watershed has been identi-
fied by the MDNRE as one of the most
ecologically diverse areas in all of south-

ern Michigan.  At least five known feder-
ally endangered plant and animal species
and numerous state-threatened and state
species of special concern make their
home in the Paw Paw River Watershed.

Within the watershed, three dynamic
ecological systems of special significance
— Great Lakes Marsh, Southern
Floodplain Forest, and Headwater
Wetland/Stream Complexes — serve to
not only provide critical habitat for
diverse species, but also protect and sus-
tain the quality and quantity of the water
that moves through the Paw Paw River
Watershed.

Protecting the Resource
Values of the Watershed

The benefits these resources provide
for people and wildlife are under constant
threat.  Of primary concern are the dam-
age and fragmentation of ecologically sen-
sitive areas, sediment and nutrient runoff,
failing sewer/septic infrastructure, alter-
ations to groundwater flow, invasive

species, and urban and agricultural pollu-
tants that get drawn into our water
resources. In recognition of these threats,
the Southwest Michigan Planning
Commission was able to obtain an EPA
grant to lead a partnership of federal,
state, local, and nonprofit entities in the
development of a management plan for
the watershed.  The resulting Paw Paw
River Watershed Management Plan is a
resource for individuals and private, pub-
lic, and nonprofit organizations to help
focus our actions to ensure that water and
natural resources vital to our prosperity
and growth are preserved and improved.
The plan is an educational resource and
provides a blueprint for natural resource
protection through policy recommenda-
tions and land use/management practices.

The partners will employ a combina-
tion of land conservation, low-impact
development policy recommendations,
sustainable land management, and inva-
sive species control to address many of the
present threats to the watershed.

A Strategic Conservation Plan 
for the Paw Paw River Watershed
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A lake at a headwaters site in Van Buren County in the Paw Paw River Watershed.  Photo by Nate Fuller.

SWMLC’s Conservation Plan
Studies show that the watershed is a fairly healthy

ecosystem.  While the need for restoring impaired streams
and mitigating pollution sources was recognized, the project
partnership realized that conserving existing natural areas to
protect water resources was an equally important objective.
To further this goal, SWMLC was contracted to create a
strategic conservation plan based on a geographic informa-
tion systems model that identifies priority resource conserva-
tion areas throughout the watershed.

SWMLC assembled a group of stakeholders and led
them through a comprehensive conservation planning
process to collect information about the various resources
within the watershed.  This information was utilized to iden-
tify and rank priority resource conservation areas.  Priority

areas were found to have exceptional contributions and value
toward sustaining a viable watershed ecosystem.  They are
highlighted in the map on pages 2-3 that was created from
the model.

Summary
Using the strategic conservation plan as a guide,

SWMLC is working with landowners, businesses, and other
organizations across the watershed to conserve the critical
natural resources identified.  Approximately 17,000 acres are
identified as highest priority throughout the watershed.
This represents about 6% of the total land area within the
watershed.  SWMLC will work to conserve a significant por-
tion of these highest priority areas for the perpetual protec-
tion of water quality and vital wildlife habitat within the Paw
Paw River Watershed.

— Geoffrey D. Cripe
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Priority Conservation Areas

The following geographic locations rep-
resent priority resource conservation
areas.  The model was heavily weighted
toward water quality, although we
included ecological quality criteria.
Many of these areas feature species
and habitat that were collectively
deemed to be priority conservation 
targets by the many project partners
(listed on page 4) and are further high-
lighted on these pages.  

1.  Lower Branch. Great Lakes Marsh,
floodplain, and riverine forest.  Host to a
diversity of species of special concern.

2.  Watervliet Floodplain. Floodplain
and riverine forest, featuring high-quality
wetlands. 

3.  Brush Creek. Large mosaic of
floodplain forest surrounded by agricul-
tural land.  Very high-quality waters offer
valuable fish and wildlife habitat.

4.  Mainstem Basin. Extensive wet-
lands and a large contiguous block of
unfragmented floodplain forest harbor a
diversity of watershed species, including
species of special concern.

5.  Almena Swamp. Large wetland
complex featuring high species diversity
and promoting high groundwater
recharge.

6.  North Branch Headwaters. Mosaic
of wetlands, forest, and agricultural land
on and around the glacial moraine with
great infiltration capacity, springs,
seeps, and creeks.

7.  Cedar Creek Fen Savanna
Complex. Species of special concern
thrive in high-quality wetland and
prairie/savanna habitats.

8.  East Mattawan Wetlands. High
species diversity in habitats present
along the glacial moraine.  Great infiltra-
tion capacity allows high groundwater
recharge.

9.  East Branch. Mosaic of forest and
oak barrens, prairie fens, and other wet-
lands.  Exceptional species diversity in
these critical habitats.

10.  West Branch Headwaters.
Forested wetlands and farmland
enabling high groundwater recharge.

Significant Species

The watershed is home to many rare, endangered, or threatened
animal and plant species.  In all, 23 animal and 46 plant species are fed-
erally or state endangered, threatened, or a species of special concern.

Eastern Massasauga
rattlesnake (Sistrurus
catenatus catenatus).
Candidate for federal
status under the
Endangered Species
Act of 1998 and a
Michigan species of
special concern.
Michigan is the only
state where the

Eastern Massasauga is not listed as an endangered species.  These rat-
tlesnakes are indicators of quality habitat that include a critical inter-
face between wetlands and uplands that support a wide variety of
wildlife as well as water quality.

Mitchell’s satyr butterfly (Neonympha
mitchellii mitchellii).  Federal and state
endangered.  Mitchell’s satyrs are
found in only the highest quality wet-
lands where cold groundwater comes
to the surface through seeps and
springs.  They are indicators of excel-
lent water quality and healthy wetland
habitat.

Prothonotary warbler
(Protonotaria citrea).  State
species of special concern.
Prothonotary warblers nest in
tree cavities over the river and
require large blocks of unfrag-
mented floodplain forest to
forage for food.  They are
indicators of intact floodplain
forest communities that pro-
vide extensive wild-life habi-
tat as well as capturing and
filtering flood waters.

Critical Systems

A.  Great Lakes Marsh. This rare
and threatened ecosystem provides criti-
cal breeding and migration habitat for
waterfowl and a habitat for a host of
threatened and endangered species in
the watershed.  These habitats are
unique to the eastern shores of Lake
Michigan and feature annual and sea-
sonal water fluctuations that expose
bare soils for the germination of unusu-
al annual plants critical to sustaining
watershed health.  The Great Lakes
Marsh is the last filter before the water
enters Lake Michigan.

B.  Southern Floodplain Forest.
Common along much of the Paw Paw
River mainstem and its major tributary
streams, this forest type serves as a
wildlife corridor between riverine and
upland habitats and moderates floodwa-
ters, facilitates nutrient exchange, filters
nutrient deposits, and traps pollutants.
A large percentage of the wildlife in the
watershed, including migratory birds,
locally nesting songbirds, and many rare
and threatened species, depends on the
river’s floodplain forests for their sur-
vival.

C.  Headwater Wetland/Stream
Complexes. This area may have the
single greatest influence on the overall
quality of the Paw Paw River system.
The headwaters and surrounding habi-
tat are characterized by high-quality
natural areas, including both hardwood
and tamarack swamps, sedge meadows,
dense shrub-carr, high-quality fens, and
upland oak forests.  Numerous seeps
and springs contribute cool water into
headwater creeks and lakes before flow-
ing into the Paw Paw River.  Headwater
areas have wonderful infiltration capaci-
ty, therefore enabling vital groundwater
recharge.

A watershed can be described as a land area within which all rain that falls drains to a particular water body via lakes and other tribu-
taries.  All land within the Paw Paw River Watershed —- represented in green on the map below — drains to the Paw Paw River
before draining into the St. Joseph River.  
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