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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
West Michigan Environmental Action Council (WMEAC), Williams
I nand2013-2014,
Works, and the Hospitality and Tourism Management Department at
Grand Valley State University (GVSU) joined the multitude of partners interested
in establishing a network of water trails in Michigan and the Great Lakes region.
Specifically, through research and marketing and planning analyses, this team is
building a foundation for a Lake Michigan Water Trail connecting Benton Harbor
to Ludington, hereinafter called the West Michigan Water Trail.
The number of Americans that participate in outdoor recreational activities (49%)
is growing rapidly. In 2012, kayakers accounted for 30% of those participants,
with canoe paddlers making up another 15%. Kayaking is rated in the top ten
activities drawing the most first-time participants; it is one of the fastestgrowing United States nature-based outdoor activities, with an estimated 12.5
million participants, representing a 63% increase from 2000 to 2007 (Cordell
2008). Approximately one third of paddlers are aged 25-44, with another one
third over the age of 45. Notably, 41% of paddlers have incomes over $100,000.
To further Michigan on the path to becoming the “Trail State” the Michigan
Department of Natural Resources published a “State Trails Implementation Plan”.
One component of the plan is to complete designation of the Great Lakes as
a water trail by year five (2019). The West Michigan Water Trail is a significant
component of larger statewide and Great Lakes Basin-wide water trail initiatives.
The trail will encourage public stewardship of the Lake Michigan ecosystem from
Benton Harbor north to Ludington. Further, the trail enriches outdoor recreation
and tourism experiences unique to West Michigan’s nearshore communities who
protect and celebrate the world’s most significant freshwater dune ecosystem on
the shores of the United States’ largest and most significant freshwater resource.
The foundation of this year-long research project is rooted in community
involvement, national leading and best management practices, and a
readiness for market matrix. From the analyses of these come 7 findings and
recommendations to fulfill the goal of implementation of a West Michigan Water
Trail.
Community involvement is made possible through the project’s website (www.
westmichiganwatertrail.org) and 18 public community meetings in the primary
population centers along Michigan’s “west coast” (figure 8): Benton Harbor/St.
Joseph, South Haven, Saugatuck/Douglas/Holland, Grand Haven, Muskegon, the
White Lake area, and Pentwater/Ludington. The project team found stakeholders
to be engaged in conversations about the economic, cultural, and environmental
impacts of the water trail as well as overwhelmingly supportive of the initiative.
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Meeting attendees ranged from government officials to local business
owners (figure 9), each offering unique and valuable input and feedback
that was documented and will inform future trail implementation. Some
concerns expressed include stretches missing water access sites, limited
numbers of camping sites, lack of marketing for paddle-sports, and a need
for more kayak rental shops. Assets and strengths include a number of
existing and potential partners, including 11 state parks and a plethora of
county and local parks. Input captured in these meetings suggest broad
support from the region’s Convention and Visitors Bureaus and Chambers
of Commerce, among other key stakeholders supporting economic
development and environmental protection, as well as several communities
of quiet water sport enthusiasts.
Listening sessions completed through this project provided an ‘open call’
for participation, culminating in a stronger foundation of relationships
in Lake Michigan coastal communities, which will prove indispensable
for the realization of the West Michigan Water Trail and its contribution
to the greater Lake Michigan and Great Lakes trail systems. Finding (6):
Incorporate public input and comment in the implementation stage.
State and national leading and best management practices for designated
water trails are explored and evaluated from sources such as the National
Water Trails System and the Lake Michigan Water Trail Association, among
others. Leading practices for nationally designated water trails include
recreation opportunities, conservation, community support, public
information, trail maintenance, and planning. Finding (3): Follow leading and
best management practices to bring existing and newly identified water
trails together into one cohesive network of exemplary water trails.
The project team defines the ‘readiness for market’ of the study area
based on leading practices, rooted in the existing resource base, and the
potential community support for development of a water trail (tables 6,
8). Using this methodology the project team categorized the regions into
three potential groups: Group A – regions that are market ready and have
implemented coastal water trails, Group B – regions that have potential for
development and need limited development support, or Group C – regions
that have limited potential and need significant development support (table
9). Finding (2): West Michigan counties engaged in the study are “MarketReady” or “Near Market-Ready” based on current water trail development
or the potential for future development inferred from a measure of resource
richness along with the presence of community support.

“WHEN YOU
ARE PADDLING
YOU ARE GOING
WHERE NO ONE
ELSE CAN GO.”
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The development of the West Michigan Water Trail is primarily oriented
around increasing and improving access to one of the country’s largest and
most significant natural resources, and the coastal communities will be
most affected. Finding (1): Multiple benefits will accrue from developing
a West Michigan Water Trail. This type of experiential tourism enables
communities to take advantage of their region’s heritage, culture, and
natural resources in new ways, while supporting traditional resource-based
activities. There are numerous positive benefits for public recreation, public
health, environmental stewardship, education, eco-tourism, and economic
development.
We estimate each participant in the West Michigan Water Trail will spend
between $50 per day (day-trippers) and $100 per day (overnighters). On
top of recreation, health and fitness is another attractive benefit, and the
opportunity for outdoor hands-on learning that invests people in their local
environment.

“THIS WATER TRAIL COULD HELP GET
LIKE-MINDED PEOPLE TOGETHER THAT
WILL WANT TO CONTINUE TO MAKE MORE
PROGRESS TO KEEP OUR WATER CLEAN.”
Review of climate data from the National Oceanic and Atmospheric
Administration (NOAA) produced important conclusions for the water trail.
Coastal weather conditions, due to alternating air masses, the location
within the North American continent, and the regulating impact of Lake
Michigan, are often very dynamic, ranging from calm and quiet to windy
white cap environments. The variety of the weather events one experiences
in the West Michigan coastline sets it apart from any other. Every water
sport requires different weather conditions, and this variability lends itself
suitable for many activities. Finding (4): There is a wide spectrum of waterrelated activities in the near-shoreline.
In addition to the unique climate, the Lake Michigan coast is also home to
some exceptional yet sensitive ecologic features, such as the coastal dunes
and the vast freshwater system. These topographies currently suffer from
coastal development, invasive species, nonpoint source pollution, toxic
chemicals, decreased ice cover, and water temperature warming, which
can negatively impact a coastal water trail. The project team also notes
planning issues with critical dunes and high-risk erosion areas, low impact
development, view protection, open space and land use, and issues of
access/rights of way termini. Finding (5): There are important ecological
threats and planning considerations.
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Finally, Finding (7) urges the Lake Michigan coastal communities to research
additional resources that would be of benefit to those who are involved
further in the development of this trail, some of which are included in our
full draft report.
With research and analyses of community listening sessions, best practices,
and readiness for market, from which we established 7 findings and
recommendations, the project team hopes to create an undivided voice
for investment in, and protection of, this ecological, cultural, and historical
resource. It is anticipated that this report will help guide state resource
agencies, local units of government, and local businesses to make better
decisions regarding the implementation, marketing, and management of a
water trail. The project team sees the West Michigan Water Trail as a way to
fulfill the goal of promoting public stewardship and tourism of the coastal
communities in West Michigan.
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Study Boundary
- Benton Harbor / St. Joseph to
Northern Ludington
- Approximately 150 Miles of
Coastline
- Primarily focused on 1 mile inland of
the Lake Michigan Coastline.

County Data Provided For:
- Berrien County
- Van Buren County
- Allegan County
- Ottawa County
- Muskegon County
- Oceana County
- Mason County

Community Listening
Sessions Conducted In:
- Benton Harbor / St. Joseph
- South Haven
- Holland Saugatuck
- Grand Haven
- Muskegon
- Whitehall
- Ludington
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FIGURE 9. PUBLIC MEETING STAKEHOLDER
REPRESENTATION

TABLE 6. NUMBER OF IDENTIFIED TOURISM
RESOURCES BY COUNTY IN THE STUDY AREA

* Activity Resources

TABLE 8. MEASURE OF RESOURCE RICHNESS FOR
PROJECT AREA

* The calculation of resource richness includes the following analysis:
Mean = 6.36 | Standard Error of mean = 1.74 | Median = 4.76 | Standard deviation = 4.61

READY FOR MARKET MATRIX
TABLE 9. READY FOR MARKET MATRIX FOR THE STUDY AREA
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The West Michigan Water Trail initiative was made possible through support from the Michigan
Coastal Zone Management Program (CZMP), Department of Environmental Quality (DEQ), through
a grant from the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA), U.S. Department of
Commerce. It is anticipated that this report will help guide state resource agencies, local units
of government, and local businesses to make better decisions regarding the implementation,
marketing, and management of a water trail.
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