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Water trails

Michigan’s emerging trail trend

I

t’s no accident that the Great Lakes State is swiftly becoming known as the
Water Trails State. Abundant freshwater resources are one of Michigan’s
defining characteristics, and people have traveled Michigan’s waterways
for thousands of years. Native Americans used the waterways for sustenance
and trade; early European settlers used the waterways to transport goods
and timber; and water resources were the foundation of Michigan’s earliest
manufacturing and shipping industries.
Today, Michigan’s waterways are also the heart of a
thriving recreational and tourism industry in which water
trails are playing a rapidly expanding role. At the time of this
writing, Michigan boasts an estimated 2,850 miles of coastal
water trails—covering nearly every mile of Great Lakes
coastline on both the Upper and Lower Peninsulas—as well
as an estimated 1,280 miles of inland water trails. The vast
majority of Michigan’s water trails have been established
in the last five years alone, mirroring explosive growth
nationwide in the popularity of paddlesports. Water trails
are located in some of Michigan’s most remote and natural
environments as well as in some of the state’s most industrial
and urban environments, weaving together Michigan’s
beautiful water resources and its communities.
But what’s the difference between a water trail and
the well-established paddling routes people have used
throughout Michigan for millennia? And what’s in it for a
local government? Those are questions a burgeoning number
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of townships in Michigan have started to ask—and answer
—along their own waterways.

Water trail basics

A water trail is a recreational paddling route along a lake,
river, canal or bay specifically dedicated for people using
non-motorized watercrafts like kayaks, canoes and stand-up
paddleboards (SUPs). In urban and suburban areas, water
trails may feature well-developed access and launch sites; are
typically located near significant historical, environmental
or culture points of interest; and are often close to amenities
such as restaurants, shops and hotels. On the other hand,
water trails in more remote areas may feature very few
amenities outside of an occasional primitive campground.
The primary difference—and benefit—between a water
trail and a mere paddling route is an intentional effort by a
community to establish and strengthen its identity, attract
local users and tourists, and grow its local and regional

economy, while also promoting healthy lifestyles and clean
water. To that end, a water trail is organized, supported
and managed by a dedicated entity and/or community
partnership that declares its intention to be responsible for
the long-term funding, development and management of
the water trail.

Smart growth

Just seven years ago, there were only nine water trails
scattered around Michigan. Today there are more than 40.
Without a doubt, the rapid development of water trails
throughout Michigan has provided new opportunities for
paddlers to access and enjoy the state’s vast inland and
coastal water resources. However, the manner in which
these water trails have been established, developed and
managed has varied dramatically. As a result, the quality and
experience of many of Michigan’s water trails vary as well.
In response, the nonprofit Land Information Access

Association (LIAA) partnered with agencies and stakeholders
all over the state to produce the Michigan Water Trails Manual,
available to download for free from the Michigan Water Trails
website at www.michiganwatertrails.org/manual. Funded in part
by the Michigan Coastal Zone Management Program (CZMP)
and the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration
(NOAA), the manual provides local officials, water advocacy
organizations, paddlers and visionary citizens with a consistent
“blueprint” of best practices, resources and tools to develop,
enhance and leverage water trails in their community.

Water trail designations

Over the years, the Michigan Legislature and the Michigan
Department of Natural Resources (DNR) have worked to
establish a formal framework of designation programs for
water trails.
In 2002, the Michigan Legislature created the Michigan
Heritage Water Trail Program to help local advocates create
township focus | AUGUST 2017
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Making natural resources
more accessible
The Krispin Drain is a four-mile stretch of the St. Clair
River that flows through the middle of Harsens Island in
Clay Township (St. Clair Co.). For decades, Krispin Drain
was overrun with Phragmites and other invasive species.
Through a grant and the collaborative efforts of the U.S.
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), the Great Lakes
Restoration Initiative, the Michigan Department of Natural
Resources (DNR), the St. Clair County Drain Commissioner
and Clay Township, the invasive species were removed and
the drain was reshaped, thereby reestablishing the natural
water flow and restoring habitat.
This past spring, in an effort to draw attention to this
once clogged waterway, Clay Township, in cooperation
with the Blueways of St. Clair and the DNR, opened the
“Krispin Blueway”—the 19th water trail in the Blueways
of St. Clair system of water trails. The Krispin Blueway
traverses through the old drain and a large DNR Wildlife
Management Area and into Little Muscamoot Bay and the
largest freshwater delta in North America.
At the ribbon-cutting ceremony in June, Clay Township
Supervisor Artie Bryson noted, “One of the goals of Clay
Township is to make natural resources more accessible
to people, and this was a great way to do that and help
businesses by bringing in more tourists.”

water trails that help celebrate their local history, culture and
environment. Over the life of the program, nine heritage
water trails have been established in communities and regions
throughout Michigan.
In 2014, the Michigan Legislature passed Public Act
210, which allows any township, village or city to apply
for a Pure Michigan Water Trail designation. To receive
the Pure Michigan designation, the local jurisdiction must
demonstrate it has met criteria related to accessibility,
support services, accountability, education and responsibility.
18
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As of this writing, funding for this legislation has not yet
been allocated.
In 2016, the DNR drafted a framework for a new State
Water Trail Designation Program. The intent of the program
is to help establish a sustainable system of water trails that
are geographically dispersed, locally supported and offer a
diversity of experiences. In addition, the designation program
would provide an opportunity for the water trail to be
promoted in traditional DNR marketing materials.
To receive a state water trail designation, the water trail
must:
• Provide a quality trail experience
• Provide clear information for users
• Demonstrate broad community support
• Demonstrate a sustainable business, maintenance and
marketing plan
Under the proposed program, applicants could apply for
three different water trail designations:
• Non-Motorized Inland Water Trail
• Great Lakes Water Trail
• Motorized Water Trail
As of this writing, the DNR has not formally approved
the designation. However, the designation framework should
be approved by this coming fall.
In addition to Michigan’s designation programs, the
Rivers, Trails, and Conservation Assistance Program
(RTCA) of the U.S. National Park Service has established a
National Water Trail System. There are currently
21 National Water Trails throughout the United States,
including two in Michigan: the Huron River Water Trail and
the Island Loop Trail of the Blueways of St. Clair. Similar
to the state designation programs listed above, the local
jurisdiction must demonstrate it has met specific National
Park Service criteria.
The proposed state and national water trail designation
criteria can and should be used as a framework for your local
water trail planning and development efforts. However, a
formal designation is not required to establish a water trail in
your community.

Water trails—good for the local economy

Water trails can have a significant impact on the economy
of a township and its surrounding region. Water trails help
support healthy communities and contribute to a high quality
of life. Water trails also help attract and support tourism and
new business opportunities, as well as help sustain existing
businesses and their employees.
According to the Outdoor Industry Association (OIA),
paddlesports—largely fueled by stand-up paddleboarding and
kayaking—are one of the fastest-growing outdoor activities
in the United States. A 2015 Special Report of Paddlesports
prepared by the OIA notes that more than 1.7 million people

—or 7.4 percent of Americans—participated in paddling
activities in 2014. This marks an increase of more than three
million participants since OIA began collecting data in 2010.
Kayaking, which is the most popular form of paddling, had
approximately 13 million participants in 2014. The OIA also
notes that kayakers across the country took an average of
eight trips during the year, contributing to 105 million trips
overall.
Nationally, paddlers are evenly represented across age
groups, but tend to be more highly educated, with 49 percent
of kayakers and 43 percent of canoeists achieving a college
degree or higher. Furthermore, 55 percent of kayakers and
48 percent of canoeists have incomes greater than $75,000.
A comprehensive understanding of consumer spending on
paddling in Michigan is still largely incomplete. However,
the Michigan Blue Economy, a 2015 report from the
Michigan Economic Center and the Grand Valley State
University Annis Water Resource Institute, noted that the
canoe and kayak industries annually contribute roughly
$140 million to Michigan’s economy.
In 2016, the Huron River Watershed Council
commissioned an economic impact study for the Huron
River and the Huron River National Water Trail from
Grand Valley State University’s Seidman College of
Business. The analysis found that the Huron River National
Water Trail generates approximately $53.3 million annually
in economic output.
It is important to understand that economic benefits from
a water trail will probably take time to grow. At first, your
township may only notice a small economic impact over
a few busy summer weekends. As the water trail becomes
more established and well known, your township may see a
bigger economic impact throughout the summer and into
the shoulder seasons. It is important to have conversations
with and establish good relationships with your local business
community throughout the development of your water trail.
These leaders can be instrumental in promoting your water
trail.
In response to market demand, paddlesport outfitters and
tour guides are becoming regular fixtures in communities
all over Michigan. The DNR and local municipalities have
contracted with local entrepreneurs to provide paddlesport
equipment rentals in state and local parks across the state.

Getting started

Creating a successful and sustainable water trail is a relatively
straight-forward process, but it does take time. There are four
key steps to creating a successful water trail.

Step one: Get organized

Prior to beginning a formal water trail planning process,
it is important to establish a steering committee of dedicated
stakeholders that will be responsible for organizing and
facilitating the planning process and developing a master
plan. Whenever possible, the steering committee should
consist of representatives from a wide variety of organizations
and agencies, including state and federal land managers, local

A vital recreational and natural
asset to the community
In Flushing Charter Township (Genesee Co.), the Flint River
Watershed Coalition is using the 130-acre Flushing Township
Nature Park to provide access to the Flint River Water Trail
and change the perception of water quality in Flint.
The park is a popular trailhead for residents and throughpaddlers alike, with amenities that include a kayak launch,
boardwalk, bathroom facilities and pavilion. The watershed
coalition has used the access site to facilitate several longterm river monitoring programs. Through its #itsnottheriver
campaign, the watershed coalition is also educating people
about the true causes of the Flint water crisis, noting that
the river remains a safe and vital recreational and natural
asset to the community.

public officials, municipal staff members, business owners,
cultural organizations, paddlers, engaged citizens and local
champions.
In most instances, it can be helpful to have a township
official (or staff member) or outside agency/consultant be
responsible for leading the water trail planning process.
Once the steering committee is in place, its members
should work together to begin to identify a vision and
purpose for the water trail. The committee should ask itself:
What type of water trail do we want? What will the water
trail celebrate? Is the water trail for experienced paddlers
or for everyone? The answers to these questions may be
predicated on the waterbody itself. Once the committee has
identified its target user audience, it will be much easier to
plan for the type of amenities that will be needed along the
water trail. It will also help solidify the direction of future
marketing materials.
During this initial phase, it is also important to identify
and discuss what other groups (e.g., anglers, powerboaters)
are using the waterbody and what their concerns and needs
might be.
Once the framework and vision for the water trail has
been established, the steering committee should begin to
identify who will be responsible for leading, implementing
and sustaining all the different components of the water trail.
township focus | AUGUST 2017
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Hopes for a premier township
trailhead at water trail
In northern Michigan, Milton Township (Antrim Co.), in
partnership with the non-profit Paddle Antrim, is leading
efforts to develop the Chain of Lakes Water Trail. The water
trail travels through a series of 14 interconnected lakes
and rivers through Antrim County. This past spring, Milton
Township unveiled a new universally accessible kayak
launch and kayak rack at its waterfront park. The township
hopes that these new amenities, in addition to future plans
for a pavilion, swimming beach and restrooms, will make
the park a premier trailhead for the water trail.
Paddle Antrim Executive Director Deana Jerdee notes
that, “Milton Township understands the importance of the
water trail and access sites to the region. We look forward
to continuing to work with them and all the townships to
develop a quality water trail through the Chain of Lakes.”

At some point in this early planning process, it is
important to identify a general route for the water trail. In
some communities with abundant water resources, it might
make sense to identify locations for more than one water
trail. However, at least initially, it will be important to focus
on just one or two water trail routes.

Step two: Conduct an inventory

Once the general route of the water trail has been
identified, the steering committee should begin to
inventory the administrative framework, amenities and
physical characteristics of the proposed water trail. The first
inventory that should be conducted is of all the agencies and
organizations that are currently working on, managing and/
or planning for the waterbody. In addition, it is important
to review any relevant documents, reports and programs
that focus on the waterbody. This might include a public
awareness program by a regional watershed organization, an
annual river clean-up day by a paddling club or a review of
your local parks and recreation plan. It is also important to
20
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better understand the cultural and environmental history of
the water body. Understanding the original flow and location
of a waterway may also help inform how current management
decisions are made.
Once that is complete, it is important to identify all
the physical attributes of the proposed water trail and its
supporting amenities. These attributes and amenities will
include:
• Publically accessible lands and access sites
• Private access sites
• Hazards and obstacles (e.g., dams, culverts, bridges,
woody debris) of the waterbody
• Adjacent land uses, zoning regulations and shore
characteristics
• Points of interest (e.g., historical sites, liveries,
campgrounds, parks, restaurants)
Once the physical attributes have been identified and
mapped, it will be important to perform site visits to as many
attributes as possible. At a minimum, each access site should
be visited, assessed and inventoried. It can also be helpful
to paddle the waterbody (or at least a portion of it) to get
a more thorough understanding of its conditions, identify
hazards and obstacles, and estimate the float time between
access sites.
Once the physical inventory is complete, the steering
committee can begin to identify gaps and infrastructure
needs. While there are no hard-and-fast rules and each water
trail will be unique, a general rule of thumb for most riverbased water trails is that there should be no more than a
two-hour gap between access sites. Along the Great Lakes, a
consortium of water trail advocates has set a goal of no more
than five miles between access sites.

Step three: Plan the water trail

With the inventory complete, the steering committee can
begin to develop a master plan for the water trail. The master
plan should provide recommendations and actions centered
on the operations, physical improvements, brand identity,
stewardship and programming, maintenance, and funding
and development of the water trail. Throughout this process,
it will be important to consistently engage the public. Public
meetings provide opportunities to educate the community
on water trails and the water trail planning process, as well as
helping to identify preferred access sites and potential gaps in
the water trail.

Step four: Implementation

Once the master plan is in place, the steering
committee or new management entity is then charged with
implementation. This will likely require cooperation with
a number of the community organizations and agencies
involved in the planning process. In addition, it will most
likely require obtaining additional funding and resources.

A great opportunity for communities

The rise of interest in water trails can be attributed to
many factors, including the relatively low cost of paddling
equipment, the popularity of paddling for people of all ages
and abilities, and the ability to easily access Michigan’s vast
water resources. For townships blessed with a waterway,
water trails provide a great opportunity for communities
to establish and strengthen their identity, attract tourists,
promote healthy lifestyles and clean water, and grow their
local and regional economy.
Creating a successful and sustainable water trail does
not happen overnight. It takes thoughtful consideration,
cooperation, a clear vision and a well-defined plan of action.
Fortunately, a growing number of tools and successful
examples are available to help townships leverage water trails
in their own community. It’s a great time to get out and
paddle in the Water Trails State.

Harry Burkholder,
Executive Director, and
Matt Cowall, Communications
Director, LIAA, Traverse City

For more information, contact LIAA at (231) 929-3696 or info@liaa.org,
or visit www.liaa.org. Download the Michigan Water Trails Manual at
www.michiganwatertrails.org/manual.

Strategies to respond to concerns
Inevitably, some people
will have concerns about a
water trail in your township.
Private property owners
may be concerned about
property damage, trespassing,
excessive noise and trash.
Environmental groups may
be concerned about carrying
capacity and environmental
impacts. Township officials
may be concerned about
appropriating resources for the long-term maintenance of new
access sites. It is important to have strategies to respond to
concerns both during the planning process and after the water
trail is established. The following steps can be helpful when
responding to concerns during the planning process:
• Communicate and be clear about your vision for the
water trail
• Really listen and understand the values and concerns
of stakeholders
• Address any concerns with honest and accurate
information and solutions
• Find mutual values and ways that the water trail can
enhance these values
• Incorporate concerns into your water trail management
activities

Legal counsel that helps local government work effectively.
Our Local Government Law practice group works with local governments and public authorities to ensure the
efficient and cost-effective delivery of vital public services. We provide specialized legal expertise in areas as
diverse as zoning and land use planning, bond issues, special assessments, tax increment financing, DDAs and
other public authorities, labor contracts and arbitration, employee benefits, elections, environmental regulation
and many other matters affecting local governments. For more than 50 years, skilled Mika Meyers attorneys have
helped public-sector entities meet the ever-increasing demands of their constituents and communities.
For more information on how our Local Government Law team can assist your community, visit mikameyers.com.

900 Monroe NW Grand Rapids, MI 49503 (616) 632-8000
MTA Magazine Ad.indd 1

mikameyers.com
8/10/15 10:11 AM

township focus | AUGUST 2017

21

