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In attendance:  
Tom Groos, Chair; Susan Houseman, Vice Chair; Dathan Lumpkins, Treasurer; Amy Cherry, Thom Coder, Daywi 
Cook, Sharon Gill, Natalie Jackson, Jennifer Kanine, John Lewandowski, Mike Nave, Amy O’Boyle, Mike Ortega, 
Michele Richards.  Ex-officio: Mike Larson, President and Executive Director. Staff & Guests: Kristy Brooks, Dave 
Brown, Emily Brown, Joel Campbell, Miko Dargitz, Jessica Hagen, Amelia Hansen, Collin Klute, Tanner Klute, 
Mitch Lettow, Cindy Mills, Kaleigh Winkler, Lukas Bolton and 150+ SWMLC Members.

Call to order 
Mike Larson called the meeting to order at 6:35pm and welcomed everyone. Mike thanked the Edward Lowe 
Foundation for hosting the event, with special thanks to Jarod Reibel for doing all of the coordination for the 
meeting. Mike gave a huge thank you to the sponsors for this year’s annual meeting: First National Bank of 
Michigan, Nulty Agency, Generation III Excavating, Mercantile Bank, Devon Title, Native Connections, and Cody 
Kresta Vineyard and Winery. Mike then introduced the Edward Lowe Foundation’s Chairman and President, 
Dan Wyant, and asked him to say a few words. 

Dan welcomed everyone to the Edward Lowe Foundation property and gave a brief history of the Foundation 
and the property which is called Big Rock Valley. Dan said that the foundation bought more and more land 
over the years with the help of former VP of Physical Resources Mike McCuistion, and today, Big Rock Valley 
encompasses over 2,000 acres. Dan said that Ed Lowe was a builder by trade and made his fortune by creating 
kitty litter. He said that Ed’s wife, Darlene, was an interior decorator who helped to design the buildings that 
make up the Edward Lowe Foundation today. Dan explained that Edward Lowe left his estate to support 
entrepreneurs, and focuses on helping to grow businesses and organizations with 10-99 employees and $1-50 
million in sales. He noted that the Edward Lowe Foundation is celebrating its 40th birthday this year.

On the conservation side, Dan said that Ed loved the land. He said that Ed worked hard to restore the prairies 
on the property, as well as the huge wetland complex at Big Rock Valley, which is home to so many critters and 
wildlife. Dan gave credit to Mike, Jarod and the rest of the ELF team for all of their hard work and extensive 
efforts toward conservation and research. He noted that the biggest population of Eastern Massasauga 
Rattlesnakes (EMR) is in this region. He said that ELF has been diligently surveying for EMRs for years, noting 
that in their best year, they observed 110 snakes, and in their worst year they observed 42 rattlesnakes. Dan said 
that ELF is very proud of their conservation work, and is so happy to work with like-minded partners. 

When the LaGrange Valley Wetlands property became available, Dan said that the ELF board was excited 
to partner with SWMLC toward conserving the property. He said that conservation of the LaGrange Valley 
Wetlands property is essential to creating wildlife corridors to enhance the biodiversity there and at Big Rock 
Valley. He thanked SWMLC for its leadership on this project, and said he looks forward to working more in 
partnership in the future. Finally, Dan introduced and thanked the ELF staff.

Mike thanked Dan for his remarks. Mike then gave a shout out to all of the SWMLC staff who are so passionate 
about this work. He introduced SWMLC Board Chair Tom Groos.

Tom welcomed everyone to SWMLC’s 33rd Annual Meeting, and moved straight into the first agenda item for 
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the business meeting portion of the event, which is the approval of the 2024 Annual Meeting minutes. 

1.   Approval of Minutes
The SWMLC Membership moved, supported, and unanimously approved the annual meeting minutes for the 
fiscal year ending September 30, 2024.

2.  Election of New Board Members
SMWLC Board Development Committee Chair Amy O’Boyle shared that we have four individuals, Amy Cherry, 
Daywi Cook, Dr. Jennifer Kanine, and Michele Richards, nominated for their first three-year term on the SWMLC 
Board and shared a brief bio of each. She added that current SWMLC Board Members John Lewandowski and 
Dathan Lumpkins are nominated for their second three-year terms shared brief bios for both of them. 

The SWMLC Membership moved, supported and unanimously approved the election of Amy Cherry, Daywi 
Cook, Dr. Jennifer Kanine, Michele Richards, John Lewandowski and Dathan Lumpkins to the board of directors 
for a three-year term.

3.  Treasurer’s Report
SWMLC Board Treasurer Brian Napp was unable to attend, so SWMLC Board Chair Tom Groos provided 
the membership with an update on SWMLC’s finances.  For the fiscal year ending September 30, 2024, an 
audit was performed by Gabridge & Co., CPAs.  The auditor’s report states, in part, that “in our opinion, the 
financial statements … present fairly, in all material respects, the financial position of Southwest Michigan Land 
Conservancy, Inc. as of September 30, 2024, and the changes in its net assets and its cash flows for the year 
then ended in accordance with accounting principles generally accepted in the United States of America.”  
Tom commented that this is the highest level of assurance that an independent auditor can give, and that they 
didn’t even have any minor concerns.

The Statement of Financial Position at September 30, 2024 shows:
•    Cash and investments total $5,767,758, an increase of $1,628,338 from the prior year.
•    There is no debt.
•    Net assets are $36,460,997 of which $28,061,295 are preserves, preserve improvements and conservation 
easements.  Net assets have increased $3,014,228 over the prior year end.

The statement of Activities and Changes in Net Assets for the Year Ending September 30, 2023 shows:
•    Total revenue is $5,289,076, of which $4,371,135 are grants, contributions and donated assets.
•    Total expenses are $2,274,848, of which $1,968,348 are program services and stewardship.

Tom added that last year’s audit was the more intense “single audit” which was required because we received 
over $750,000 in federal grant funds last year. So, the clean audit with not even a minor concern, was especially 
significant. Tom said that Treasurer Brian Napp provided some context to SWMLC’s numbers, stating that 
SWMLC is putting 87% of its resources into activities that directly support conservation and stewardship. Brian 
noted that the average for non-profit organizations is 70%, and anything over 85% is really “best in class.”

A SMWLC member asked if there were any federal grants that SWMLC is relying on that are in jeopardy
under the current administration. Mike Larson answered that we don’t have any federal grants in jeopardy at 
the moment, but that we are currently in the process of applying for some federal grants for next year and 
beyond. He said that we do often rely on federal grants for projects like LaGrange Valley Wetlands.

The SWMLC Membership moved, supported, and unanimously approved the Treasurer’s Report for the fiscal 
year ending September 30, 2024.

4.  Thank You to Outgoing Board Members
Tom thanked outgoing board members Sharon Gill, Keto Gyekis, and Mike Nave for their six years of service, 
and for so graciously shared their vast knowledge for the last six years. Tom noted that all of these folks not 
only served on the SWMLC board, but also served on multiple SWMLC committees during their tenures. 
SWMLC presented all of the outgoing board members with gifts of thanks. 
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Tom asked if there was any new business. Since there was none, the SWMLC Membership moved, supported 
and unanimously adjourned the business meeting.

 5.  Panel on SWMLC’s Land Protection and Stewardship Work
Mike thanked Tom, and said that he had asked our Land Protection Director, Kaleigh Winkler, our Stewardship 
Director, Mitch Lettow, and our Board Chair, Tom Groos to act as a panel to answer some of our most frequently 
asked questions. Mike referred members to the Annual Highlight Report, which shared some of the most 
exciting things that happened at SWMLC over the past year, including surpassing 20,000 acres conserved. Mike 
expressed how excited he is for the future, and introduced the panel.

Question: How do we identify and determine which properties we protect within our nine-county service 
area?
Kaleigh answered that some of our work focuses on nature preserves where SWMLC will be the owner of the 
property, but much of our work is conserving privately-owned lands through conservation easements, which 
are usually donated to SWMLC, or grant-funded. She noted that we have more landowners contacting us 
every year to protect their land than we have the capacity to work with, and we have dozens of conservation 
easement projects in the queue. 

Kaleigh said that the main tool that we use to determine how we can maximize our conservation efforts and 
impact is a detailed scorecard that is completed for each property that looks at: ecological value (Is it high 
quality? Does it have intact natural areas? Does it have endangered species? Is it close to water?), location and 
size (Generally, we consider properties that are a minimum of 40 acres, are connected to other conservation 
land, are within Nature’s Network, or create an important Access to Nature opportunity), financial feasibility 
(Is it a donation, bargain sale, or a purchase? And is there grant funding available?), and long-term stewardship 
(Do we have the ability to pay for the long-term care that the property requires?)

Kaleigh cited our newest refuge preserve, Orchard Road Bog, as an example. She said that this is SWMLC’s 
first-ever bog property, which is a rare habitat in southwest Michigan. She said that bogs take thousands of 
years to form, store massive amounts of carbon (bogs store twice as much carbon as all of the world’s forests 
combined), soak up rain water to prevent flooding, and are home to lots of cool plants, including carnivorous 
plants, and rare orchids. Kaleigh said that the Orchard Road Bog property is high in ecological value, offering 83 
acres that are part of a 600-acre wetland complex, which is the largest in southwest Michigan. It’s also within a 
priority conservation area. In terms of financial feasibility, thanks to some generous private donors, funds that 
they specifically designated for land acquisition in Barry County, the Orchard Road Bog purchase was the first 
time that SWMLC purchased a property off the open market.

SWMLC strategically prioritizes projects that benefit community, wildlife, and partnerships.

Question: How do we take care of the land we conserve forever?
Mike emphasized that our stewardship work is so important to ensuring that the places we protect continue to 
retain the conservation values for which they were originally conserved. He said that we’re so blessed to have 
so many incredible volunteers that help make it possible for us to do this critical work. He said that even with 
our stewardship staff and crew, managing the stewardship of all of the lands we own is a challenge. Mitch said 
that SWMLC’s model of conservation includes stewardship. He said that we don’t follow a “set it and forget it” 
approach, but rather continue to work to make our natural areas better. This work is accomplished with the 
heroic efforts of staff and many, many volunteers. Mitch emphasized that stewardship matters, and it works! He 
said that our preserve acreage just surpassed 5,000 acres! And that’s a lot of land to steward!

As an example, Mitch cited Wau-Ke-Na’s South Tract in Glenn, Michigan. He said that as populations of 
grassland birds have been in steep decline across the country, SWMLC has been working to maintain grasslands 
and prairies where we can. Part of doing this is keeping brushy species down, and removing tree lines to create 
larger, connected parcels of grasslands and prairies. Last year, SWMLC hired a contractor to help with this, and 
within three weeks of completing work, a SWMLC volunteer saw an eastern meadowlark at Wau-Ke-Na South! 
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The eastern meadowlark has been in the steepest decline… a loss of over 75% of the population in the last 50 
years.

Mitch also referred to the LaGrange Valley Wetlands property and its population of Eastern Massasauga 
Rattlesnakes as another example. For this work, SWMLC was able to secure federal funding, matching funds, 
and a partnership with the Edward Lowe Foundation, which has allowed us to begin important habitat 
restoration work, and for the first time, complete a survey of the EMR population on the property. This year, we 
tagged our first six EMR’s at LaGrange Valley! After a couple of years, we’ll be able to look at the genetic code 
of the population of EMR’s at LaGrange to determine what their long-term prospects will be, and what help 
they will need. The first couple of years at LaGrange will be spent learning about what’s there and how we can 
best take care of it.

SWMLC’s Kesling Nature Preserve is another example of how stewardship is so important. Mitch said that 
Kesling is a 20-year old preserve that had lots of invasives when we acquired the property. He said that, 
without care, it could have declined quickly, but SWMLC’s Wednesday Warriors and Privateers stepped in to 
help! After 2-3 long workdays per year, every year, pulling many, many bags of garlic mustard, when they return 
now, they are only able to find and pull about half a bag. The spaces where this highly invasive species used 
to be have been filled in with tons of native wildflowers! A testament to the hard work of our stewardship 
volunteers, they received the Governor’s Service Award at the end of 2024! Mitch mentioned that thanks to an 
invasive species management grant that we received along with Chikaming Open Lands, invasive species in this 
part of our service area has become more of a maintenance issue.

Question: What is the SWMLC Board’s strategic vision? What is the board’s commitment and focus, and how 
are we moving forward into the future?
Tom emphasized that the most important task of the board is to position SWMLC for the greatest impact 
toward its mission. He said that in late 2024, SWMLC completed its first strategic plan, involving board, staff 
and volunteers. He stated that the board is very focused on stewardship of SWMLC’s assets. He said that we 
have more people wanting to protect their land than we can handle, and we see that as a huge opportunity! 
People are excited to conserve their land, and we need to develop the financial and staff resources that we 
need to meet that need.

Tom thanked the Carls Foundation for their capacity-building grant to SWMLC to add three new staff 
members. With that funding, we have been able to hire our first full-time Outreach Coordinator, helping to 
build our profile within the community and grow our donor base. He said that the Sustain SWMLC Endowment 
Fund balance currently stands at $2.5 million, but if we can continue to grow that balance, it will reduce our 
dependence on annual fundraising in the future. 

Tom and Mike thanked everyone for taking time out of their schedules to join us, and again thanked the 
Edward Lowe Foundation for hosting us. Mike reminded everyone to pick up a t-shirt on their way out, and to 
help themselves to the centerpieces.

 6.  Adjourn 
The meeting was adjourned at 7:32 pm.


