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Introduction 
 

A Comprehensive Plan provides a vision for growth of Berrien Township by examining current conditions, 

potential for change, and the desires of citizens and leaders of the community. The Plan is then 

implemented by through zoning regulations, development of capital improvements, formation of 

appropriate citizen committees, and a variety of other instruments to realize the vision, goals, and 

objectives of the community. 

The State of Michigan has recognized the value of the Comprehensive Plan process and has created state-

enabling legislation to guide the planning process. According to state law, township comprehensive plans 

should: 

• promote the public health, safety and general welfare; 

• encourage the use of resources in accordance with their character and adaptability; 

• avoid the overcrowding of land by buildings or people; 

• lessen congestion on public roads and streets; 

• facilitate provision for a system of transportation, sewage disposal, safe and adequate water 

supply, recreation and other public improvements; and 

• consider the character of the township and its suitability for particular uses judged in terms of 

such factors as the trend in land and population development. 

 

State law recognizes the importance of planning and the relationships between communities by requiring 

notification and coordination with adjacent units of government and review and possible adoption of the 

comprehensive plan by the township board. The state planning law also requires every community to 

review, although not necessarily change, its comprehensive plan at least every five years. 

State law provides the basic plan shall include maps, plats, charts and descriptive explanatory and other 

related matter shall show the Planning Commission’s recommendation for the physical development of 

the unincorporated areas of the township. It also requires that the Plan include the following subjects 

which reasonably can be considered pertinent to the future development of the township: 

• A land use plan and program, in part consisting of a classification and allocation of land for 

agriculture, residence, commerce, industry, recreation, ways and grounds, public schools, soil 

conservation, forest, wild life refuges and other uses and purposes. 

• The general location, character and extent of streets, roads, highways, railroads, bridges, 

waterways and water front developments; flood prevention works, drainage, sanitary sewers and 

water supply systems, works for preventing pollution and for maintaining water levels; and public 

utilities and structures. 
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• Recommendations as to the general character, extent and layout for redevelopment or 

rehabilitation of blighted districts and slum areas; and the removal, relocation, widening, 

narrowing, vacating, abandonments, changes or use of extension of ways, grounds, open spaces, 

buildings, utilities or other facilities. 

• Recommendations for implementing any of its proposals. 

 

This Comprehensive Plan is not intended to regulate development as the zoning ordinance and other 

regulatory laws do, but it is an important partner in the process. In fact, courts often look at 

Comprehensive plans in rendering decisions on zoning ordinance provisions. The Comprehensive plan 

ultimately becomes a very important local effort to define Berrien Township community’s long-range 

character and future development which can then be implemented by future ordinance changes. Thus, it 

is a highly important guide for future development of the Township. 

Perhaps, the most important part of the process is Berrien Township’s vision for its future. This Vision 

came from several sources, including a gathering of interested residents and property owners, to create 

a plan with broad community support. The Vision is a powerful factor in many public and private decisions 

made by citizens, investors and elected officials. 

The planning process offers the opportunity for the Township to determine the values that are important 

to its future, examine any threats to those values, and take appropriate actions to protect them. 

 

Regional Location 
 

Berrien Township is located in the southwest corner of Michigan on the east side of Berrien County. The 

nearest major metropolitan area is South Bend, Indiana, approximately eight miles south.  The western 

part of Berrien Township can access South Bend and the county seat of Berrien County – St. Joseph – 

easily by US 31. St. Joseph/Benton Harbor is the nearest metropolitan area in Michigan about 12 miles 

away.  The only other metropolitan area reasonably close is Kalamazoo, which is about 45 miles northeast.   

The Township is primarily agricultural with cash crops and the remaining orchards. The Township’s 

business and residential center is the small community of Berrien Center at M-140 and Deans Hill Road. It 

is an unincorporated town of about a hundred and fifty people with few commercial establishments. 

Topographic relief is greatest near the water’s edge – particularly St. Joseph River/ Lake Chapin where it 

can vary by as much as 150 feet in a steep bank. The river forms the western border of the Township. The 

St. Joseph River and its banks (including Lake Chapin) are the dominant physical feature of the Township. 

The largest employer organization in the Township is the Lakeland Specialty Center, which started out as 

a county poor farm, became an acute health care hospital and has now evolved primarily into extended 

care nursing. The rest of the Township is predominantly agricultural with primarily cash crops and still 

some fruit and vegetable farming. Berrien Township has a large county park (Love Creek Nature Center 

and Indian Bowl, but not any state forests or game areas. 
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The Township’s land generally has an elevation of 600 feet above sea level overall with hills to 750 feet. 

These hills have fairly steep slopes at the edge of watercourses but the Township is otherwise rolling 

plains. 

Berrien Township’s regional location is primarily influenced by the St. Joseph River/Lake Chapin, U.S.-

31/33 freeway and its juxtaposition near Niles and St. Joseph/Benton Harbor. Although U.S.-31 traverses 

through the southwest corner of the Township, the freeway has no interchanges in the Township. The 

nearest interchanges are southwest and northeast of Berrien Springs in Oronoko Township.
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History 
 

Native Americans populated the area and probably frequented the area near the St. Joseph River. Over 

640 archeological sites have been found in the St. Joseph Basin. The “Indian Bowl” still has the most 

remains from Miami and Potawatomi Indians hunters in it even after Europeans settled there. The “Indian 

Bowl” is a plain north of Deans Hill Road near M-139 and is near the site where the most intact mammoth 

in Michigan was found. This area may also be the largest wet prairie remaining in Michigan. It is partly 

owned by Berrien County after part of the site was offered to them by The Nature Conservancy. The 

county will maintain its portion of the Indian Bowl as a natural preserve. 

Recorded history in Berrien County started when Jacque Marquette visited the area in the 1600s and 

probably went past Berrien Township in his travels upstream on the St. Joseph River. Later Rene de LaSalle 

first built a fort in St. Joseph at the St. Joseph River’s mouth. Later the fort was relocated from St. Joseph 

city past Berrien Township in the City of Niles. 

The Berrien Township area was surveyed by Noah Brookfield in 1826 while it was still unoccupied. People 

began to settle in the Township shortly after the John Johnson family became the first settlers in 1827. 

Most of the early settlers had a Virginia heritage. The Township was slowly on its way to becoming an 

agricultural center. In 1832 the legislature was petitioned to make a proposed new Berrien Township from 

part of Niles Township, leading to the organization of Berrien Township by 1833, with the election of the 

first Supervisor (Pitt Brown). At that time, the Township also included what is now Oronoko, Baroda and 

Lake Townships. After Oronoko Township was created in 1837 the Berrien Township boundaries have 

remained unchanged. 

In 1847 the County Board of Supervisors purchased nearly 200 acres for a poor farm, which was then 

operated by various farmers. It no longer operates as a farm and is primarily a nursing home. Lakeland 

Regional Health system assumed operation from then Berrien General Hospital and renamed it the 

Lakeland Specialty Hospital. 

Lake Chapin was created as backwaters of the St. Joseph River in the Township when Berrien Springs 

Power and Electric Company started construction of the hydro-electric dam in 1906 just north of the inter-

urban bridge. The dam is now owned and operated by the American Electric Power Company. The dam 

began operation in 1908 and remains an active hydro-electric plant producing up to 8,000 KW of 

electricity. The Inter-urban, which ran through part of Berrien Township built the longest (1,600 feet) 

inter-urban bridge across the St. Joseph River/Lake Chapin in 1905 just before the dam was constructed.  

The inter-urban ceased operating in 1934. 

Berrien Center, which is near the Township’s center, became the Township’s dominant town but was 

never incorporated. Berrien Center was platted in 1882 at Deans Hill Road and what is now Berrien Center 

Road (M-140). It is a small community with Township government anchoring the small business district. 

Three miles northwest of Berrien Center is the larger Village of Eau Claire, which straddles the northern 

boundary of Berrien Township with Pipestone Township at Old Pipestone and (M-62) Roads. In the year 

2000 Eau Claire, an incorporated village, had 656 residents. Most of the residents in Eau Claire live on the 
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Berrien Township side of the village. Berrien Township residents, though tend to identify more strongly 

with the Village of Berrien Springs. 

Berrien Springs, to the west in Oronoko Township, is an incorporated village on the St. Joseph 

River/Chapin Lake with a population of 1,862 people. It is a commercial center and very near Andrews 

University. A small, unpopulated part of the Village is in Berrien Township and includes the Village’s 

wastewater treatment facility. 

Overall, the Berrien Township area has a strong agricultural and historical character. It prides itself on its 

farms, natural features, and quiet, rural atmosphere. It is the intent of this Plan to maintain those 

values. 
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Existing Conditions 
 

This chapter reviews the current profile of development in Berrien Township by examining the character 

of the people and housing, economic development, educational system and land uses. This lays the 

foundation for determining community values and implementing the Comprehensive Plan. 

Demographics 

Population History 

Berrien Township has seen a modest increase in population since 1980 while the surrounding townships 

of Sodus and Oronoko have seen declines. The population trends since 1980 for the Villages of Berrien 

Springs and Eau Claire are also displayed in the table below. 

Historical Population 

 1980 1990 2000 2010 2018 5-year ACS 
Estimate 

Change 
1980 - 2018 

Berrien Township 4,302 4,697 5,075 5,084 5,043 17.2% 

Sodus Township 2,260 2,065 2,139 1,932 1,718 -24.0% 

Oronoko Township 10,761 9,819 9,843 9,193 9,071 -15.7% 

Village of Berrien Spring 2,042 1,927 1,862 1,800 1,590 -22.1% 

Village of Eau Claire 573 494 656 625 741 29.3% 

Source: U.S. Census  

Age 

For planning purposes median age and age groupings help determine the relative emphasis of activities 

and programs for public services, recreation activities and schools. The median age in Berrien Township 

is slightly higher than the County’s average. Following the national trend, median age has been increasing 

as the population ages. 

Community Median Age (2019) 

Berrien County 42.8 

Berrien Township 44.6 

Sodus Township 47.4 

Oronoko Township 34.1 
Source: ESRI  
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Income and Poverty  

Community Median Household 
Income (2019) 

Per Capita Income 
(2019) 

% in Poverty 
(2018) 

Berrien County  $50,301 $28,068 15.3% 

Berrien Township  $60,915 $27,304 15.1% 

Sodus Township  $51,185 $26,604 - 

Oronoko Township  $49,207 $23,561 21.2% 

 

Income and poverty levels were examined to review disposable income and gauge the relative economic 

status with other communities. In comparison to Berrien County as a whole and the surrounding 

townships of Sodus and Oronoko, Berrien Township has a higher median household income and lower 

percent of individuals living in poverty. The per capita income is also higher than the two townships but 

slightly less than Berrien County.  

Education 

There is one public school in Berrien Township. The K-12 Eau Claire School is located at Hochberger and 

M-62. There is no Charter School or other private or parochial school in the Township. 

Of those 25 years of age or older, 90.2 percent have a high school diploma or equivalent and 35.0 percent 

have a bachelor’s degree or higher. The influence of Andrews University is most felt in these areas. 

Andrews University is located just northwest of Berrien Springs and about two miles from the Township’s 

western boundary. In addition, area residents have relatively easy access to a number of higher 

educational institutions, such as Southwestern Michigan College, Lake Michigan College, and even Notre 

Dame University in South Bend. 

Housing and Household Characteristics  

Housing 

Housing, like population, is an important indicator of the character and activity of a community, From a 

planning perspective it also is a major direct use of the land affecting infrastructure degree of 

development. According to American Community Survey 2018 5-year estimates, there were a total of 

2,196 homes in Berrien Township. The majority of homes in the Township (83.9%) are single family. 

Households 

The majority of households (67.7%) in the Berrien Township and surrounding area are made up of families.  

This is evidenced by the large amount of people within the age group of 1 to 14.  Table 3 shows that in 

2010 the Berrien Township area had an average of 3 persons in each family unit. The census data reveals 

that Berrien Township has the highest percentage of family households in the area.   Yet it also has the 

highest ratio in average family size and in average household size.  The largest age category in Berrien 

Township is 55 years and older.  This could be interpreted to mean that there are more “empty nesters” 

in Berrien Township who may have interests in more leisure time activities in the future.  Overall, the 

strong family base in and around the community is a contributing factor to the types of housing that are 

present.  
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Percentage of Family Households and Household Size in 2010 

  # Of Households % Family Households Avg. Family Size Avg. Household Size 

Berrien Township 1,779 76.3 % 3.1 2.73 

Sodus Township 881 65.2 % 2.92 2.38 

Oronoko Charter Township 3,158 65.6 % 3 2.49  

Village of Berrien Springs 756 61.2 % 2.95 2.35 

Eau Claire Village 214 73.4 % 3.41 2.92 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau 

 

Housing Value 

The value of homes in a community tend to rise over time through inflation, but it can rise more slowly if 

the demand in a particular area is low. However, the number of homes in a certain price range determines 

a community’s ability to provide new and current residents with the range of housing that might be 

desired. Some significant changes in the value of homes in Berrien Township occurred in the under 

$50,000 price range. 

In 1990, 44% of homes in the Township, 

had a value of $50,000 or less, which in 

2010 reported to only be 5.5% of the 

housing stock. This rise in value 

between 1990 and 2010, is evident in 

the $150,000 to $300,000 price range, 

which increased from less than 1 

percent to over 51 percent of the 

housing stock. While some of this may 

be attributable to natural rises in 

housing prices the significant jump in 

the under $50,000 category is indicative 

of a general rise in housing price and 

size. 

 

 

 

 

 

2019 Berrien Township 
(Housing Value) 

ESRI Data 

Number 
and 

Percent 
of 

Homes 

 

# % 
 

Less than $50,000 77 5.5% 
 

$50,000 to $99,999 67 4.8% 
 

$100,000 to $149,999 291 20.9% 
 

$150,000 to $199,999 296 21.2% 
 

$200,000 to $249,999 217 15.6% 
 

$250,000 to $299,999 201 14.4% 
 

$300,000 to $399,999 149 10.7% 
 

$400,000 to $499,999 58 4.2% 
 

$500,000 to $999,999 38 2.7% 
 

$1,000,000 or more 0 0% 
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Regional Housing Characteristics 

Year Percent of Housing Units Per Unit Type  

(2018 ACS 5-year estimates) 

Geographic Place Detached Unit Attached 

Unit 
2 Units Multi- 

Family 
Mobile Units 

Berrien Township 83.9% 1.3% 0.5% 1.9% 12.5% 

Oronoko Township 63.0% 5.5% 9.3% 21.6% 0.4% 

Sodus Township 71.8% 7.4% 1.5% 4.9% 14.3% 

Berrien County 76.0% 2.4% 3.5% 12.9% 5.2% 

 

Vacancy Rates 

Vacancy rate has an especially important 

meaning in southwest Michigan. Many 

areas have a vacancy rate consisting 

primarily of empty homes for sale or 

otherwise in transition, abandoned 

buildings, and homes transitioning to 

other uses. In southwest Michigan there 

are a large number of seasonal homes 

used by part-time residents from other 

parts of Michigan, and Illinois and 

Indiana. Berrien Township reported a 

higher vacancy rate of 19.0% percent, 

greater than other area communities.  

Age of Housing Stock and New Housing 

The age of the housing stock in Berrien Township is typical of a traditional rural community as many homes 

were built prior to 1939. 

Age of Housing Structure 

Built 2014 or later 0% 

Built 2010 to 2013 2.0% 

Built 2000 to 2009 18.8% 

Built 1990 to 1999 14.2% 

Built 1980 to 1989 11.1% 

Built 1970 to 1979 9.3% 

Built 1960 to 1969 12.0% 

Built 1950 to 1959 9.6% 

Built 1940 to 1949 3.6% 

Built 1939 or earlier 19.5% 
Source: 2018 ACS 5-year estimate  

Year 2018 ACS 5-year estimates Percent of Housing 

Occupancy 

 

 

Community 

 

Occupied 
Housing 

Vacant Housing Units 

Rental vacancy 
rate 

Total Vacancy 

Rate 

Berrien Township 81.0% 4.3% 19.0% 

Oronoko Twp. 88.1% 2.8% 14.1% 

Sodus Twp. 85.9% 0.0% 11.9% 

Berrien County 82.7% 5.2% 17.3% 
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Economic Conditions  

Economy  

Actual economic activity in Berrien Township is modest. The largest employer in the Township is Eau Claire 

Public Schools. A few retail establishments are located in Berrien Center, along M-62 and on M-139. 

Employment 

The percentage of employed residents of the Township was 60.0 percent (2018) with an unemployment 

rate of 1.9 percent (ACS 2018 5-year estimates). Those not in the labor force are predominantly those 

under 19 years of age or those retired. 

Berrien Township itself is not an employment center so most residents have to commute to Berrien 

Springs, Eau Claire or some other employment center. According to the 2018 ACS 5-year estimates, the 

average commute to work for residents of the Township is 23.5 minutes, which is generally comparable 

to most townships in the area. There are also a number of farmers not included in the commuting 

employment. 

Berrien Township with 21.9%, and especially Berrien Springs, have very large percentages of employees 

in Education, Health and Social Services. This is likely accounted for by Andrews University, area school 

systems, and the Lakeland Medical Center. Manufacturing employs the next largest percentage of 

employees with over 14.9%. Retail accounts for 10.1% of jobs in the Township. 

Agricultural Economy 

The primary economic “engine” of the Township is agriculture. Farming creates jobs, provides a product 

for sale, and pays taxes. In addition, the tradition of family owned farms has been passed down from 

generation to generation; supporting a strong social and economic structure focused on community and 

family. 

In evaluating the value of farmland, there must be a basic assumption that farmland is worth saving. 

Therefore, the basis for farmland protection centers around farming as an economically productive 

activity which merits protection based on a variety of factors, but especially its quality, location, and 

economic value. 

Certain location factors such as climate, air quality, and water availability and quality also contribute to 

defining high quality agricultural land - land which achieves that precise combination of water, soil, 

temperature, and sun to produce high yields or unique crops. For example, proximity to Lake Michigan 

creates a microclimate which can only be accomplished adjacent to a large body of water. Lands are 

protected from temperature extremes, and the water contributes to precipitation. 

Unique microclimates should be recognized for their importance in the production of grapes and apples, 

for instance, or for the other fruit varieties grown throughout the region. 
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Location 

Some communities view farmlands as holding areas for a future time when fields and pastures will be 

converted to residential, commercial, or industrial uses. This may be appropriate in areas where public 

utilities, land prices, property divisions, and growth pressures have made farming difficult. Agricultural 

lands, even those with considerable value, may be difficult to preserve where urban services and 

development have been introduced. Extraordinary efforts to preserve farmland in these areas is 

counterproductive and should only be undertaken in the most unusual circumstances. In Berrien 

Township there are large areas where infrastructure is not available, and high quality agricultural lands 

are present. 

The rate and location of farmland loss are critical factors to be 

considered when assessing the need for farmland preservation 

policies and programs. If the rate of loss has accelerated to an 

uncontrollable degree as a result of market prices and demand, 

preservation efforts may be futile. However, if the trend of 

conversion is recognized early enough, effective preservation 

efforts may be able to be implemented. Berrien Township is 

still in a position where its agricultural resources can be 

afforded protection. 

Directing new development into areas which are zoned for 

development purposes and discouraging the expansion of low-

density development into rural agricultural zones can assist in 

protecting farmland. Encouraging higher density development 

in areas where urban services are available can assist in the 

protection of farmlands elsewhere. The Future Land Use Plan 

is intended to reflect the Township’s commitment to the 

protection of farmland by encouraging new development in 

areas where it belongs. 

Economic Value 

The past trend of small, family owned farms is today less common. As advances in technology have been 

implemented and scales of economy increased, larger farm operations have tended to be more successful 

than many smaller, less profitable farms. These economic factors must be considered when evaluating 

the “value” of a piece of farmland: 

• Value of agricultural production, by commodity 

• Value and contribution of agriculture in local and regional economies (e.g. employment data, 

dollar values) 

• Farming cost factors such as land prices, taxes, and the cost of inputs like water, energy, 

fertilizers, etc. 

A thorough economic analysis of the agricultural industry should include the range and value of 

agricultural commodities produced locally, as well as within the county, and historic trends of growth and 

decline of commodity sales and acreage. Factors that affect the production and marketing of various 

Agriculture and Taxes  

Agricultural lands do not require the extent 

of services that residential, commercial, 

and industrial uses do. Farm fields do not 

send ears of corn to school, require an 

extensive transportation network, request 

public water and sewer, or demand police 

and fire services. For example, a study 

conducted in Scio Township, near Ann 

Arbor, revealed that for every tax dollar 

new non-agricultural development 

contributed to the community, $1.40 was 

required for services. Conversely, 

agricultural land only required $0.62 in 

services for every dollar contributed. 
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commodities, such as market access and availability of process and support facilities, can be included in 

this assessment. 

Finally, economic factors well beyond the control of local governments or farmers, including commodity 

prices, export/import laws, and other factors has a dominant effect on agricultural practices and the ability 

to continue agriculture use on even productive lands. 

 

 

Historic and Archaeological Sites or Facilities  

Historic Preservation 

Historic and archaeological sites or facilities impact on this 

future land use plan but like natural features, plants and 

animals they identify items or locations that may be 

protected, found to be unique or could be protected by 

other agencies because of their condition. 

Berrien Township is unique among townships in Berrien 

County. There are two designated and registered Historic 

Sites. Morris Chapel and the Union Church are State 

designated sites and the Union Church is also registered in 

the National Historical Archives. 

 

 

 

 

 

Archeology 

The St. Joseph River is known for having many archeological sites along its banks, including in Berrien 

Township. In the Township any site along what was the St. Joseph River south of Berrien Springs would 

now be in Lake Chapin. There are many artifacts of Native Americans hunting in the “Indian Bowl” or wet 

prairie. From a planning perspective, any site near watercourses that are not dammed, particularly on the 

lower end of slopes, may have archeological significance and may warrant examination before 

development. 

  

HISTORICAL SITES 

Morris Chapel Church 

The local Methodist Episcopal Society, 

organized in 1840, voted to name its church in 

honor of Bishop Thomas A. Morris, then head 

of the Methodist Episcopal Church in Michigan. 

This church was built in 1867 and is located on 

Pucker Street at Chapel Road and serves an 

active membership. It is a modest, Greek 

Revival inspired clapboard structure with a 

square belfry. 

South Berrien Center Union Church and 

Cemetery 

This structure, designed by H.W. Rugg, and 

adjacent cemetery was added to the National 

Register of Historic Places in December of 

2002. The Church is a Greek Revival structure 

and was active between 1850 and 1919, 

serving several denominations and Sunday 

School. Annual Memorial Day Celebrations are 

well attended. It is located south of Berrien 

Center on M- 140 at Pokagon Road. 
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Land Use 

An examination of existing land use is intended to show the general trend of land use and natural features 

and their relationships. (Note: Not every single family or other land use may be shown. This map is 

intended to show areas where land uses are significant enough to have an effect on their surroundings.)  

Currently the land cover in Berrien Township is mostly in agriculture, cultivated crop or pasture/hay (62%).  

About 32% of the Township is in natural areas – forest, wetlands and water.  Only about 5% of the 

Township is developed.   

Land Cover/Use Acres Percent of Total 

High & Medium Intensity Developed 76 0.3% 

Low Intensity Developed 879 3.7% 

Developed Open Space 274 1.2% 

Cultivated Crops 12883 54.8% 

Pasture/Hay/Grassland 1721 7.3% 

Forest 4831 20.6% 

Wetland 2221 9.5% 

Water 622 2.6% 
 

Agricultural Agricultural land uses dominate Berrien Township.  Over 14,000 acres – or 62.1% of the total 

land in the Township – is agricultural. Agricultural in the Township usually means field crops or fruit, but 

it can also include dairy, animals or other traditional agricultural uses. Agricultural uses are strongest in 

the eastern section, central area and southwest portion of the Township. Both orchard uses and field 

crops can be found in all of those areas. The township is a strong farming community, as evidenced by its 

high percentage of agricultural land use. As is typical in most farming communities, however, only a small 

percentage of its residents are employed in agriculture. 

Developed Land Only 5% of the land in Berrien Township is developed. Residences are sometimes built in 

clusters such as a subdivision, but many residences are built as scattered dwelling units – especially in the 

west and south central portion of the Township. Much of the single family development has occurred in 

strips along existing roadways. Virtually all residential use is single family housing with relatively few 

duplexes and multi-family units. There is one manufactured home park adjacent to Berrien Springs. 

Residential land is the most common developed land use.  Even though it is the most common, it is 

obviously still only a small portion of the total Township land. Commercial development is very limited in 

Berrien Township. There are only a few retail projects scattered throughout the Township with a small 

concentration in Berrien Center.  Industrial property is even smaller than the amount of commercial land  

The final developed lands is the transportation network (road surfaces). 

Developed Open Space Much of the developed open space consists of open field, scrub land or large park 

areas such as Range Line Park. As can be seen it encompasses a small percentage of the total Township 

land. 

Forested Areas The next largest existing land use is wooded areas.  Although the wooded areas include 

both coniferous and deciduous woods, deciduous woods are the overwhelming woods in the Township. 

Woods cover 4831 acres amounting to 20.6% of the total Township land. A fair portion of the wooded 

properties also prosper in wetlands and adjacent to the various shallow lakes throughout the Township. 
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These woods are not located in urban environments and therefore include many naturally occurring plants 

and animals. 

Water Surface water is the next largest feature in land use. Surface water and wetlands, however, merge 

into each other and the line of demarcation is fluid. Except in Lake Chapin, the surface water is shallow 

and normally weedy. Because most of the small water features are not especially attractive for fishing, 

swimming or other human use, most remain natural with wildlife and fish generally being warm water 

species that tolerate shallow, weedy, environments. Water amounts to 622 acres of land surface, which 

is 2.6% of the total Township area. 

“Love Creek is a unique tributary to the mainstream below Berrien Springs. The headwaters are 

intermittent, but as the creek enters the deep St. Joseph River valley, it receives significant 

amounts of groundwater seepage. The steep gradient, gravel substrate, and cold summer 

temperatures make lower Love Creek ideal habitat for salmonids (MDNR 1974b; Dexter 1992a). 

An area of floodplain known as the Indian Bowl surrounds this stream. The Indian Bowl is a 

depression in the Valparaiso Moraine, which has been caused by repeated slumping of portions 

of the moraine slope due to undercutting of the moraine by springs. Various universities and state 

organizations have intensively studied the groundwater fed wet prairie that was created. It 

contains many rare and threatened species of plants and animals, and the Love Creek Nature 

Center and the Nature Conservancy preserve most of the area.” 

St. Joseph River Assessment, MDNR, 1999 

Wetlands Wetlands comprise 2,221 acres of land and 9.5% of the Township area. They are largely in 

unconnected pockets of land and sometimes drained to larger watercourses. Many of the wetlands are 

adjacent to and continuations of shallow lakes while others are independent wetland areas and often 

former lakes. As with all wetlands, they are generally incubators of a variety of plant and animal species. 

Some of them are protected under State of Michigan and/or Federal laws; however smaller non-

connected wetlands may not be and local protection should be considered in these instances especially 

during site plan reviews.  

The analysis of existing conditions in the Township reveals that the significant domination of rural 

residential and agricultural land uses is not only tolerated by the residents, but represents the fulfillment 

of their fundamental desire to maintain that kind of community character.
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Drinking Water and Sanitary Waste  

There is no public water or sanitary sewer services or facilities in Berrien Township. All fresh water is 

supplied through individual water wells on the individual parcel of property where it is needed. Similarly, 

all sanitary sewer is also on the individual parcel of property where it is needed.    

 

Natural Features and Environmental Quality  

The traditional indexes of land, air and water quality in Berrien Township are all positive. Probably the 

most significant environmental conditions are the effects of the dam across the St. Joseph River and 

combined sewer overflows from the wastewater treatment plant. Other than those, it does not appear 

that there are any serious environmental problems in Berrien Township. 

There are some features in any community that any resident would readily recognize as important to the 

character of the area and to their personal quality of life. These features are often the ones that residents 

will use to identify or connect themselves to a community. Some of these may be cultural, such as a 

downtown business district, historic buildings, lighthouses, or other similar man-made features. 

Other features used to connect a community to its residents will be natural; lakes, woods, wildlife, views, 

and other similar features. How these natural features are included in the fabric of a township can have a 

profound influence on the overall character of the community. Generally, the value of natural features 

are either recognized as needing preservation, or they may simply be folded into the community and 

integrated into the cultural (man-made) landscape. 

Preservation measures apply to those features which are so sensitive or valued that any alteration may 

have negative impacts on aesthetics, property, or environmental quality. Development should either be 

prohibited or restricted to those projects which have only a slight effect on these features. An identified 

habitat for endangered plants or animals is an example of lands requiring preservation techniques. In 

many instances, the value of these features is so great that specific legislation has been enacted for their 

protection. 

In areas where the natural features are an integral part of the community's character, but where minor 

changes only slightly impact the quality of life, integration may provide adequate protection. Integration 

allows natural features to co-exist with development, yet remain largely undisturbed. The community 

should carefully monitor land use in areas rich in these features. 

Vegetation 

Much has changed since the beginnings of Berrien Township. After being covered largely with Oak- 

Hickory forests, the dominant botanical resources in Berrien Township have become Open land and 

Agriculture, and particularly the latter. Even though the Woodland and Wetland Environments comprise 

significant acreage, they are combined less than Open land and Agriculture. 

Changes in land use over time have altered the Township as well. The Oak-Hickory and other forests that 

dominated the landscape have given way to agricultural or urban uses. Only a few patches of those early 

environments are still present. Agricultural uses now dominate. The most common agricultural products 

grown in Berrien Township are row crops and close grown crops such as corn, soybeans, wheat and oats 
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and specialty crops including peaches, apples, pears, cherries, grapes, plums, tomatoes and asparagus. 

Pastureland is a small part of agriculture in the county and in Berrien Township. 

This Comprehensive Plan’s relationship to natural features focuses on maintaining the rural characteristics 

of Berrien Township by preserving environmental features needed as habitat for the landscape, plants 

and animals, and by maintaining the attractive rural atmosphere that is appreciated by Township 

residents. 

Wetlands 

Part 303 of the Natural Resources and Environmental Protection Act (NREPA) defines a wetland as: 

“Land characterized by the presence of water at a frequency and duration sufficient to support, 

and that under normal circumstances does support, wetland vegetation or aquatic life and is 

commonly referred to as a bog, swamp, or marsh..” 

"Wetland" is the collective term for marshes, swamps, bogs, and similar areas often found between open 

water and upland areas. Of the estimated 11 million acres of wetlands that stood in Michigan 150 years 

ago, only 3 million acres remain. Only one-fourth of the original 400,000 acres of coastal wetlands now 

line Michigan shores. 

Wetlands play a key role in environmental quality and are quite common throughout the Berrien Springs 
area.  They act as filters for lakes and rivers.  Wetlands offer a natural system for minimizing sedimentation 
and nutrient laden runoff into the St. Joseph River and inland lakes.  They help in flood prevention and 
supply key habitat areas for wildlife to thrive.  Preservation of wetlands and marshes is not only extremely 
important to the future of the St. Joseph River and Lake Chapin, but ultimately, to the Berrien Township 
area itself.   
 
There are many intact wetlands surrounding several of the inland lakes and small drains/streams in the 

Township.  Berrien Township has a unique wetland resource in a mid- western-type wet prairie, which is 

known as the “Indian Bowl.” The principal area of the wet prairie (also referred to as a sedge meadow) is 

along the St. Joseph River north and west of Dean’s Hill Road and north Pokagon Road. The area is 

surrounded by a steep land rise to the south and east and with tree cover around the edges, making it 

attractive as well as unusual, making the prairie and surrounding hilly topography one of the most 

dramatic and pleasing vistas in the Township. 

The Indian Bowl has an enormous variety of plants and animals, including many rare and threatened 

species, because it has remained natural during the civilization of the area. Various universities and state 

organizations have intensively studied this groundwater fed wet prairie. This wet prairie is responsible for 

many of the vascular plants the Michigan Department of Natural Resources lists as Threatened or of 

Special Concern on its Michigan Natural Features Inventory. The area of the “Indian Bowl” includes, in all: 

 432 vascular plants; 
 27 reptiles and amphibians; 
 33 mammals; and 
 156 birds. 
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The Indian Bowl is also busy archeologically; potsherds, projectile points and stone drills from Native 

American hunters in the wet prairie are common. This plan includes preservation of this site and notes 

that the Recreation Plan including Berrien Township proposes expansion of the site to the remainder of 

the wet prairie. Fortunately, this area is protected by Berrien County with covenants as donated by The 

Nature Conservancy. 

 
Protecting wetlands is imperative to protect the water quality of these lakes and streams. Any 
development should be sensitive to the wetlands as these areas provide such important functions to the 
community (maintaining water quality, mitigating flooding, etc.).  The maps on the following page shows 
detail of the existing and lost wetlands and other important conservation areas in the Township.  The 
wetland function maps show which wetlands in the Township are most helpful for reducing sediment and 
transforming nutrients, these functions help to protect surface and ground water resources.   
 

Wetlands in Berrien Township 

Existing Wetlands 2,657.35 Acres 

Drained or Filled Wetlands  
(potential restoration areas) 

761.17 Acres 

 

State Regulation of Wetlands 

Part 303 of NREPA seeks to protect wetland resources through regulating land which meets the statutory 

definition of a wetland, based on vegetation, water table, and soil type. 

Certain activities will require a permit from the Michigan Department of Environment, Great Lakes, and 

Energy (EGLE) on a site which satisfies the wetland definition, including: 

• filling or placing of material in a wetland; 

• draining of water from a wetland; 

• removal of vegetation, including trees, if such removal would adversely affect the 

wetland; 

• constructing or maintaining a use or development in a wetland; and/or 

• dredging or removing soil from a wetland. 

Certain activities are exempt from permit requirements. In general, exempt activities include: fishing, 

trapping or hunting, hiking and similar activities; existing, established farm activities; and harvesting of 

forest products. 

Wetland areas subject to regulation by the EGLE include wetlands, regardless of size, which are contiguous 

to, or are within 500 feet of the ordinary high water mark of, any lake, stream, or pond; wetlands which 

are larger than five acres and not contiguous to any lake, stream, or pond; and those wetlands which are 

not contiguous to any lake, stream or pond, but are essential to the preservation of natural resources. 

Generally, wetlands must be identified through individual site determinations. Accordingly, when site 

plans are reviewed that appear to have potential wetlands, the Township may elect to require the site 

determination to ensure that existing wetlands are protected to the degree possible. 
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High Quality Natural Areas  

The community should carefully monitor land use in areas rich in these features which have been 

identified on the Potential Conservation Areas map.  Potential Conservation Areas (PCAs) are defined as 

places on the landscape dominated by native vegetation that have various levels of potential for harboring 

high quality natural areas and unique natural features. Scoring criteria to prioritize areas included: total 

size, size of core area, length of stream corridor, landscape connectivity, restorability of surrounding land, 

vegetation quality, and biological rarity score. 

The Potential Conservation Areas map represents the last remaining remnants of the area’s ecosystems 

and natural plant communities. The map ranks areas where the landscape is dominated by native 

vegetation that has various levels of potential for harboring high quality natural areas and unique natural 

features. In addition, these areas provide critical ecological services such as maintaining water quality and 

quantity, soil development and stabilization, habitat for pollinators of cropland, wildlife travel corridors, 

stopover sites for migratory birds, sources of genetic diversity and floodwater retention. Consequently, it 

is to a community’s advantage that these sites be carefully integrated into the planning for future 

development. Striking a balance between development and natural resource conservation and 

preservation is critical if Berrien Township is to maintain its unique natural heritage. 

Areas with the highest concentration of PCAs in Berrien Township are along the eastern side of the St. 

Joseph River northeast of the Village of Berrien Springs (part of this is owned by Berrien County as part of 

Love Creek (Indian Bowl wetland), the large wetland complex east of Range Line Road and connecting to 

Long Lake and surrounding Smith Lake. 

 

 



Berrien Township Comprehensive Plan – 2021 

22 | P a g e  
 

 

 

 

 

  



Berrien Township Comprehensive Plan – 2021 

23 | P a g e  
 

 



Berrien Township Comprehensive Plan – 2021 

24 | P a g e  
 

Soils 

The following soils generally are productive for agricultural use and result in the strong agricultural and 

orchard land use throughout the Township. 

• The Riddles-Ockley-Oshtemo association, generally covering the west central portion of the 

Township, are nearly level in most areas and includes well drained, loamy, soils on outwash plains, 

moraines and till plains. 

• The Ockley-Oshtemo associations, located primarily the eastern part of the Township, have 

similar characteristics. 

• The Spinks-Oakville-Ostemo association is located on four major pockets near the western border 

in the south central area. Similarly, these include nearly level, well drained, sandy and loamy soils 

on moraines, till plains, outwash plains and beach ridges. 

Two other soils associations are in the Township but these smaller associations are poorly drained and 

generally associated with flood plains.  
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Water Quality and Features  

River and Streams  

The St. Joseph River is the largest and most significant water feature in 

Berrien Township. The St Joseph River Watershed is the third largest 

river basin in Michigan and includes waters in Berrien, Branch, Calhoun, 

Cass, Hillsdale, Kalamazoo, St. Joseph, and Van Buren Counties in 

Michigan, as well as several counties in Indiana. The river is the western 

border of the Township and becomes Lake Chapin south (upstream) of 

the Berrien Springs Dam. The dam is privately-owned and used for 

producing hydroelectric power. The St. Joseph River flows northerly 

through the Township towards its outlet into Lake Michigan at Benton Harbor/St. Joseph. Overall the river 

drains 4,081square miles upstream from Berrien Springs/Berrien Township. At Berrien Springs/Berrien 

Township it has an average discharge rate of 3,928 cubic feet per second.      

Water in the most eastern part of Berrien Township empties eastward through drains into the Dowagiac 

River east of the Township before entering the St. Joseph River upstream from the Township. Water in 

the rest of Berrien Township is taken by drains and small creeks directly into the St. Joseph River or Lake 

Chapin. 

The St. Joseph River becomes Lake Chapin and has a very narrow 100-year flood plain south of Berrien 

Springs which includes about 60% of the Township’s western riverfront border. There is broad flood plain 

downstream (north) of the dam including Berrien Township. That flood plain extends about half mile north 

to the Township border on the Farmer’s Creek.  

There are three non-attainment areas in Berrien Township according to the Water Quality Index of the 

Michigan Department of Natural Resources. 

When a waterbody does not meet water quality standards, a study called a TMDL (Total Maximum Daily 

Load) must be conducted to identify the sources and goals to reduce the pollutants.  The lower 32 miles 

of the St. Joseph River from the Indiana/Michigan state line to Benton Harbor had a TMDL for E.coli 

developed in 2004 (https://www.michigan.gov/documents/deq/wrd-swas-tmdl-stjosephriver-

ecoli_451077_7.pdf).  E. coli pollution was identified coming from combined sewer overflows, point 

source discharges, storm water, illicit connections, and agriculture influences. The control of CSO 

discharges is currently taking place through existing elimination plans in Michigan and Indiana 

communities.  

The Eau Claire Village Drain and Farmers Creek TMDL for E.coli was developed in 2008 

(https://www.michigan.gov/documents/deq/wrd-swas-tmdl-farmers-creek_577535_7.pdf).  Farmers 

Creek enters Berrien Township in the northwest corner for about half a mile before joining the St. 

Joseph River. It is considered non-attainment because of untreated sewage discharges, pathogens and 

nuisance algal growths. The Farmers Creek has 5 point discharges of untreated sewage near Eau Claire in 

its four-mile length. 

https://www.michigan.gov/documents/deq/wrd-swas-tmdl-stjosephriver-ecoli_451077_7.pdf
https://www.michigan.gov/documents/deq/wrd-swas-tmdl-stjosephriver-ecoli_451077_7.pdf
https://www.michigan.gov/documents/deq/wrd-swas-tmdl-farmers-creek_577535_7.pdf
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Some stretches of the St. Joseph River also exceeds water quality standards for polychlorinated 

biphenols (PCBs). Lake Chapin is not meeting water quality standards for FCA-PCB’s and dioxins. Other 

rivers and streams in Berrien Township are small and drain to the St. Joseph River. They are hardly more 

than drains. Generally, these small watercourses have potential non-point sources of pollution from 

agricultural operations, but are too small to be monitored. 

The Michigan Department of Environment, Great Lakes, and Energy has found the temperature of the St. 

Joseph River through Berrien Township is surprisingly cool, so that trout can readily be found. The 

temperature is not caused by any tributaries, but rather by ground water inflows into the St. Joseph River. 

The dam on the St. Joseph River creating Lake Chapin at Berrien Springs is a problem for two reasons. One 

is the entrainment of northbound fish through the dam. There is a fish ladder for southbound fish traveling 

upstream. As a result of that influence, the Lake Michigan fish population virtually ends at the location. 

The second condition is the dam causes the impounded water to warm resulting in an intolerable 

environment for the cold-water fish that populate much of the river basin. 

Lakes and Ponds 

There are over two dozen small lakes and large ponds in Berrien Township. Nearly all the lakes are 

dependent on run-off from the ground water, basin drainage and/or natural springs for water 

maintenance. Except for Lake Chapin – which is essentially the St. Joseph River – they are not connected 

to any significant watercourse. The lakes range from about 160 acres for the Smith Lakes to less than 20 

acres.  These lakes are frequently little more than wetlands and only a few have any permanent or 

seasonal cottages. Generally they are surrounded by relatively steep inclines at the lake edge. Water 

quality is not measured in these small lakes. 

From a land use planning perspective, most of the surface water aside from Lake Chapin is not being 

subjected to significant development. The lakes constitute about 5% of the total area except for Lake 

Chapin on the border with Oronoko Township and the Village of Berrien Springs. The Comprehensive Plan 

can accommodate this surface water by limited and controlled development. 

Stormwater Management 

As development and imperviousness increase (due to construction of roads, rooftops and parking lots), 

the area available for infiltration decreases.  Consequently, more rainfall becomes stormwater runoff, 

which carries pollutants to nearby waterways such as chemicals, oil, grease, salt, etc.  Pollution of our 

water may not be immediate, but as the pollutants keep washing into our water, they may become 

unusable for fishing, swimming, canoeing, etc.  Even drinking water can be affected.  
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With development there is an increase in the amount of impervious surfaces which leads to a drastic rise 

in the amount of runoff and a decrease in the amount of water being returned back into the ground to 

provide drinking water supplies.  

Stormwater management should be 

concerned with controlling both the 

quality and quantity of water moving off 

a developed site.  Low Impact 

Development techniques should be 

utilized to first protect natural features, 

natural drainage ways and existing 

topography.  The amount of impervious 

surfaces in new construction and 

redevelopment projects should be 

minimized whenever possible to protect water quality. Second, LID techniques should be used to slow 

and reduce runoff by maximizing opportunities for filtration and infiltration of water throughout the site.  

This will decrease the need for large detention or retention areas.  See www.swmpc.org/lid.asp for 

information on implementing LID in new and 

redevelopments. Also any land disturbance 

within 500 feet of a waterbody/wetlands or 

greater than one acre needs a soil 

erosion/sedimentation control permit from the 

Berrien County Drain Commissioner’s office.

Traditional attitudes about managing stormwater were to 

move the water off the site as quickly as possible with 

curbs, gutters, and storm sewers.  

Today, effective stormwater management practices 

include decreasing the total amount of stormwater runoff, 

slowing down the flow and allowing water to soak naturally 

into the ground by using low impact development practices 

such as native plants, rain gardens, and riparian buffers.  

Impervious surfaces include rooftops, sidewalks, 

roads, and parking lots. These surfaces prevent 

precipitation and melt water from infiltrating soils. 

Soils compacted by new construction can also be 

highly impervious. 

http://www.swmpc.org/lid.asp
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Transportation 

Intensive land uses such as residential and commercial development require access to major roadways 

carrying larger volumes of traffic while industrial development requires accessibility and proximity to 

sufficiently constructed all-weather roads to accommodate the associated truck traffic.  Therefore, to 

appropriately plan for future land uses within the Township, it is necessary to categorize and analyze the 

transportation and road systems within Berrien Township.  Roads also provide locations for public utilities 

such as water, sewer, gas, electric, and telephone lines.  The road system is of vital importance for the 

overall well-being of the Township and its residents. 

Berrien Township is located about 10 miles southeast of Interstate 94, which connects the major 

metropolitan centers of Detroit and Chicago.  Detroit is located 200 miles to the east and Chicago is 100 

miles to the southwest.  Rail service is also available; Amtrak provides service daily to Chicago from St. 

Joseph and Niles.  Air travel in the area is most easily accessed at the South Bend Regional Airport.  Other 

options for commercial travel include airports in Kalamazoo, Grand Rapids, Lansing, Chicago and Detroit, 

which are all within 200 miles of Berrien Springs.  The Jerry Tyler Memorial Airport in Niles as well as the 

Southwest Michigan Regional Airport in Benton Harbor service private airplanes and jets.  Andrew’s 

University has an airport that is utilized by visitors and people of the University and the greater Berrien 

Springs Area. 

Berrien Township is located within close proximity to many major transportation routes that provide easy 

access to large urban areas.  US-31 is the major road that runs through Berrien Township connecting them 

to Niles and South Bend to the south and Benton Harbor/St. Joseph to the northwest.  

Traffic Counts 

Traffic volume counts are a numeric tabulation based upon usage of a particular segment of roadway.  

Traffic volume counts are tools used to determine if roads are meeting or exceeding their designated 

capacity.  The Berrien County Road Department & Southwestern Michigan Planning Commission 

maintains traffic volume counts for primary and secondary County roads, the Michigan Department of 

Transportation (MDOT) maintains data for state highways and interstate.  These 24-hour traffic counts, 

commonly referred to as Average Daily Trips (ADT), can help identify where volumes may be approaching 

or exceeding the design capacity of the road.  Traffic counts are not consistently collected for major and 

local streets under a municipality’s or County’s jurisdiction but when taken do provide a “snapshot” of the 

current capacity and efficiency of the road and trends in vehicle travel. 

In August of 2012, on Smith Road west of Huckleberry Road in Berrien Township had an average of 145 

vehicles on that road a day. In August of 2012 on Painter School Road, south of Smith Road in Berrien 

Township had an average of 116 vehicles on that road a day. In August of 2012 on Huckleberry Road, north 

of Eau Claire Road it had an average of 414 vehicles a day. This traffic count data was provided by the 

Southwest Michigan Planning Commission.  The following counts are provided by the Berrien County Road 

Department in 2017 and 2018: 

Lake Chapin Road west of US-31                     July 9, 2018                             371  

Lake Chapin Road west of Maple Road          July 9, 2018                             208 

Deans Hill Road east of Huckleberry              June 14, 2017                          515  

Deans Hill Road west of M-140                      November 15, 2017                675  
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Deans Hill Road east of Painter School Road June 15, 2017                         281 

E. Main Street west of Bailey Road                 June 14, 2017                         4,442 

Hochberger Road south of Pipestone Road   June 14, 2017                        1,425 

Pucker Street south of M-62                          June 15, 2017                            814  

Pucker Street south of Chapel Road               June 15, 2017                          965 

 

Road Classifications  

The Federal Highway Administration (FHWA) has developed the National Functional Classification System 

(NFCS) to classify all highways, streets, and roads according to their function.  This system is recognized 

as the unofficial road classification system by transportation engineers and planners around the country.  

The various roads in the Township are illustrated on the NFCS map.  The NFCS designation is also 

responsible for determining those roads which are eligible for federal funding assistance. 

County Primary and Secondary Roads 

Berrien Township contains approximately 90 miles of roads. This includes 2.5 miles of US-31 which is 

maintained by Michigan Department of Transportation (MDOT). The Township contains another 14 miles 

of MDOT maintained roads which include: M-139, Berrien Center Road, M-62, M-140, Pipestone Rd. and 

a portion of Pokagon Rd. The MDOT maintained roads (also called Trunkline or state highways) are the 

primary roads for travel through the Township. 

The Berrien County Road Department is charged with maintaining the remaining 73.5 miles, which are 

split between 23.5 Miles of County Primary Roads and 50 miles of County Local roads. The primary roads 

include: Deans Hill Rd., Eau Claire Rd., Range Line Rd., Hochberger Rd., Pucker St., and most of Pokagon 

Rd.
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Public Transit 

There are several independently operated public transit providers in Berrien County that provide service 

to residents. Most often, these services are focused on serving the needs of the elderly, disabled, and 

people with low incomes.  For older adults who are unable or choose not to drive, support for community 

transportation options will become increasingly important. A new mix of services including traditional 

public transit, door to door transportation and door through door transportation will need to be 

considered to meet the needs. For example, there may be older adults with limited mobility who no longer 

can drive and have no family or friends and need more assistance than what traditional public 

transportation can provide. 

Berrien Bus  

The Berrien Bus provides transportation to non-urban areas not serviced by a Dial-A-Ride and has both a 

semi-fixed bussing route as well as a demand-response service. Berrien Bus is Berrien County’s designated 

rural transportation provider and receives federal financial assistance. Berrien Bus receives no local 

financial support from a local millage. Transit routes service Buchanan, Benton Harbor/St. Joseph, and 

Niles. Fares are half price for seniors and disabled community members.  

Connect Berrien 

There is an effort to implement a countywide public transit 

service to make public transit a more easy-to-use countywide 

system. This effort is called Connect Berrien and if successful, 

it could lead to better public transit options. The goal is to 

primarily provide transportation for between city trips, though 

there will be some shorter trips provided as well.  
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Complete Streets 

The goals and objectives of this plan support the promotion of high-quality transportation infrastructure 

and non-motorized trails.  This Plan further supports enacting complete streets policy, in the form of a 

Township Resolution.  Complete streets are roadways planned, designed and constructed to allow access 

to all legal users safely and efficiently, without any one user taking priority over another.  Complete streets 

can result in increased safety for non-motorized users, improved public health, a cleaner environment, 

mobility equity and enhanced quality of life through increased modal choices and more inviting streets. 

While Berrien Township relies on the Berrien County Road Department for local public road infrastructure 

and private developers for neighborhood street development, it can support policies that enhance safe 

and efficient travel for all roadway users.  Michigan law encourages the Michigan Department of 

Transportation to give additional consideration to enhancement grant applicants with complete streets 

policies.  The Michigan Planning Enabling Act has also been amended to stipulate that transportation 

improvements be respectful of the surrounding context, further ensuring that more equitable and 

attractive streets become reality. 

The Township’s objective will be to work jointly with surrounding communities and developers to promote 

healthy lifestyles for people of all abilities through the development of a non-motorized network.  

Suggested design elements may include sidewalks on both sides of a roadway or street; adequate lighting; 

pedestrian signals and signage; bike lanes; multi-use trails; and other features.  Even though most of 

Berrien Township is rural in character, these elements are feasible in certain parts of the Township where 

more intense residential development may be proposed. 

Some features may be accomplished through simple road restriping and the addition of signage.  Other 

projects may be more involved and may only be practicable when coordinated with major roadway 

reconstruction.  The Township should work with neighboring communities, developers, the road 

department, and other pertinent agencies in implementation of complete streets policy. 

Non-Motorized Network 

As a long-term strategy, the construction of a bicycle/walkway system that connects the parks and points 

of interest in the Greater Lake Chapin Area fits with the overall desire for a regional non-motorized 

pathway system that connects communities throughout the Southwestern Michigan Planning Area.  This 

desire has been expressed in regional strategies, county recreation plans and even in other local 5-year 

recreation plans. 

On-road facilities are part of the roadway design and transportation network.  On-road facilities include 

paved shoulders and bicycle lanes. Minimum widths are based on the American Association of State 

Highway and Transportation Officials (AASHTO) 1999 standards.  Paved shoulders should be at least 4 feet 

or greater on each side of the roadway.  Bicycle lanes should be at least 5 feet or greater on each side of 

the roadway.  

There are many specific ways to improve non-motorized transportation:  

 Add and improve existing sidewalks and crosswalks. 

 Correct specific roadway hazards to non-motorized transport (sometimes called “spot 

improvement”).  
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 Utilize universal design concepts when designing facilities (transportation systems that 

accommodate people with disabilities and other special needs).  

 Include amenities such as bicycle parking, streetscape improvements, street furniture (e.g., 

benches), and Public Bike Sharing Systems (PBS), which are automated bicycle rental systems 

designed to provide efficient mobility for short, utilitarian urban trips.  

 Increase safety with traffic calming, traffic speed reductions, vehicle restrictions, and road space 

reallocation.  

 Provide safety education, law enforcement, and encouragement programs.  

 Address security concerns of pedestrians and cyclists.  

 Develop kiosks and multi-modal access guides, which include maps and other information on 

how to walk and cycle to a particular destination. 

Off-road facilities include shared-use paths which accommodate multiple non-motorized users (mainly 

pedestrians and bicyclists) and minimum 10 foot width (based on AASHTO standards). Shared-use paths 

frequently follow green spaces, abandoned rail beds, or might be adjacent to natural features like rivers. 

Due to their separation from vehicular traffic, they provide a popular alternative means of travel for many 

types of users. Often, unpaved/unimproved paths are more popular with hikers, mountain bikers, and 

equestrians and are more often used for recreation and not as much for transportation. Shared-use paths 

must be at least 10 feet wide.  Surface types are either improved (paved or crushed stone) or unimproved.  

The Southwest Michigan Region Non-Motorized Transportation Plan (2020) identified existing on-road 

and off-road facilities and identified local and regional priorities for non-motorized facilities.  The following 

map shows the existing and proposed on-road and off-road non-motor facilities in and around Berrien 

Springs. 

Berrien Springs and Berrien Township are an important hub for non-motorized routes connecting 

Buchanan/Niles to St. Joseph, Niles to Watervliet and Bridgman/Baroda to Eau Claire/Dowagiac.  Berrien 

Township is actively working with other stakeholders and communities to expand the Indiana Michigan 

River Valley Trail from Niles to Berrien Springs mostly following the old inter-urban train route.  This 

includes a proposed non-motorized bridge over Lake Chapin (St. Joseph River) connecting to Village of 

Berrien Springs (rendering below).  Range Line Park is being improved to serve as a major trailhead for the 

routes.   
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Recreation 

Berrien Township owns and maintains three parks, Range Line Park, Berrien Township Hall Park and 

Veterans Park. They also maintain Fisherman’s Haven owned by Michigan Department of Natural 

Resources.  Berrien Township parks are maintained on a contractual basis. Park maintenance and 

recreation activities are entirely funded from general tax levies.  The Township has a Recreation 

Committee that is responsible for facilitating the recreation planning process and makes 

recommendations to the Township Board for improvements and projects. 

The communities of Berrien Springs Village, Berrien Springs Township, Berrien Springs Public Schools, and 

Oronoko Township formed a joint recreation boards called the Greater Berrien Springs Recreation 

Authority. It is funded by appropriations from each of the entities’ annual budgets and supplemented by 

other income. 

Water Trails 
St. Joseph River Water Trail 

The St. Joseph River Water Trail is about 40 miles from Niles to St. Joseph (Lake Michigan).   There are 

dams at Niles, Buchanan and Berrien Springs to portage.   

 

The Township has an MDNR approved 5-year plan for its parks.  This plan should be consulted for more 

information on parks, recreation and open space.  
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Planning Process 
Survey Summary  

The Township offered a survey to gather public input for the master plan and the parks and recreation 

plan updates. In the summer of 2020. There were 50 respondents.  The full survey results can be found in 

the appendix.  A few highlights are presented here.   

Most respondents (52%) have lived in the Township 

for over 21 years, while only 16% have lived in the 

Township for 0-5 years.   

One hundred percent of respondents felt that the 

rural atmosphere made Berrien Township a desirable 

place to live.  Other desirable factors included low 

crime rate (76%), friendly people (72%), lakes and 

rivers (70%), surrounding farmland and open space 

(64%), and a quality school system (64%).   

The least desirable aspects of living in Berrien 

Township are the availability of shopping nearby and 

the community spirit.  

Most respondents (71%) say that the quality of life in Berrien Township is holding steady while 20% say it 

is improving and only 8% say it is declining.  

The five statements with the most agreement are the following:  

 Expand high speed internet options to the area. (88 strongly agree/25 agree) 

Recognize farming as an essential economic activity and support voluntary preservation of 

farmland and open space. (73 strongly agree /45 agree) 

Improve roads to provide bike lanes or paved shoulders for pedestrians and bicyclists. (64 

strongly agree /26 agree) 

Keep residential densities low in the Township to maintain rural character. (62 strongly 

agree /30 agree) 

Develop standards for new development that will protect wetlands, rivers, streams and 

lakes by reducing polluted runoff.   (60 strongly agree /25 agree) 

 

Respondents indicated pedestrian safety improvements are needed on Range Line Road, Pokagon Road 

and Lake Chapin Road.   

85% of respondents support a trail connecting Berrien Springs to Niles.  
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Vision, Goals and Objectives 
 

The terms “Vision”, “Goals” and “Objectives” have specific definitions. Goals and Objectives are not 

intended to deal with short-range routine Township operating responsibilities, but rather are long-term 

general policies for creating the future development of the physical character of Berrien Township. 

Vision - The vision is a long-term method of seeing a community’s future with discernment and 
foresight. 
Goal - A goal is a destination, a final purpose which a community seeks to attain. It is a broad, 
general statement. 
Objectives - An objective is a means to accomplish the Goal. It may be very specific or detail a 
future action that should be undertaken. 

 
Vision 

Berrien Township recognizes and promotes the conservation and preservation of its natural 

characteristics and beauty, along with a quality of life unique to our Township. The Berrien Township 

Comprehensive Plan will play a key role in fostering harmonious and reasonable development while 

preserving and promoting our prime farmlands. In keeping with this Vision, prime farmlands should be 

preserved for orchards and general farming, with rural residential development located primarily on non-

prime farmlands. More intensive residential development, along with supporting commercial uses, will be 

concentrated in near existing developed areas (mainly near the Village). Developments within the 

Township will emphasize locations that will enhance our rural image. 

The long-term vision is clear and direct, but yet it will be a challenge to maintain because Berrien Township 

is a community to which growth will be attractive, and therefore will be subject to change. It features 

rolling land, the St. Joseph River/Lake Chapin and a generally attractive setting that meets desires for a 

wide range of residential development. To emphasize realization of that Vision the Township defined the 

following specific Goals and Objectives. 

Goals and Objectives 

Land Use and Development 

Berrien Township’s plan for general land development, the broader vision, and the specific goals and 

objectives are: 

Goal: To protect agricultural lands and preserve rural character, greater intensities of land use 

development should be emphasized on the western side of the Township. 

Objective: Development on or near the St. Joseph River and Lake Chapin that is sensitive to 

protecting water quality (protecting floodplains, wetlands, using green infrastructure) is 

appropriate and should be encouraged. 

Objective: Areas around the Village limits should be developed for commercial in 

appropriate locations, but be primarily residential. 
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Goal: Larger lot areas, strongly desired by new residents, should be encouraged only in non-agricultural 

areas. 

Objective: Larger lots should be in areas where there is a reduced likelihood of need for 

public sanitary sewer or public water systems. 

Objective: Larger lot development should be located in areas where the rural atmosphere 

of Berrien Township is to be preserved. Open space developments are encouraged to preserve 

natural features.  

Goal: Preserve special highway views to enhance the Township’s rural character along the U.S.-31 freeway 

corridor. 

Objective: Integrate the plan of the Michigan Department of State Highways for a Scenic 

View Management Guide for the U.S.-31 Corridor into Berrien Township’s Comprehensive Plan. 

Agriculture 

Agricultural growth is one of the key land uses in Berrien Township and preservation of that is an 

important priority for the future. Agriculture uses include both field crops and specialty crops such as 

orchards. 

Goal: Preserve the highly productive soils for agricultural use. 

Objective: The productive soils for field crops and specialty crops are identified in the 

existing land use map and prime soils map. Development in locations where these soils are found 

should be limited. 

Objective: Recognizing that farmers must occasionally sell residential parcels to meet 

financial needs, residential parcels created from farmland should be located on areas of less 

productive soils and be on smaller lots with limited depth. Where possible, these lots should be 

located generally upwind from agricultural uses. 

Objective: Highly productive soils in the eastern area of the Township are also the site of 

many lakes. Higher densities of development will be discouraged because of possible need for 

sanitary sewer, the creation of increased area traffic on unimproved roads, and incompatibility 

with the adjacent agricultural uses. 

Residential Growth 

Berrien Township has steadily grown for the past two generations and is expected to have additional 

pressure that will accelerate with the nearby U.S.-31 Freeway. Recognizing that, the Plan’s Goals and 

Objectives try to limit the location and character of this growth.   

Goal: Locate residential development in areas most attractive and appropriate for new residential 

development. 

Objective: The areas along a corridor defined by Lake Chapin, the St. Joseph River and M-

139 are most desirable for residential use with water, hills and forests. That area should be the 

primary residential growth area.  Open space or cluster developments are encouraged to preserve 

the natural features and rural character of the area.  
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Objective: Residential development should emphasize quality development and convenient 

access to public services on improved roads. 

Objective:  The use of open space or cluster developments through the Planned Unit 

Development process should be encouraged to preserve open space, natural features and rural 

character.   

Commercial Development 

Commercial development should be limited as to location, character and scale. Commercial is perceived 

as a minor growth activity and should not be emphasized. 

Goal: Commercial development should be limited to that which provides support for the Township’s 

agricultural and low density residential community. 

Objective: Supporting commercial uses should include farm implements, farm supplies. 

farming hardware and agri-tourism.  

Objective: New commercial development in selected locations can be compatible with such 

limited development already existing along M-139 and or M-140 at M-62 area. 

Goal: Extensive commercial development should be discouraged in the Township and encouraged to 

locate in already developed areas, such as Eau Claire and Berrien Springs. 

Objective: Commercial development will generally be in the nature of convenience 

commercial uses. 

Industrial Development 

Industrial development is generally not appropriate for Berrien Township because of limited road access, 

lack of infrastructure and more appropriate potential in the more developed areas in the region, such as 

Niles and Buchanan. 

Goal: Industrial development should be limited to areas planned near commercial development sites. 

Parks, Recreation and Open Space 

The Township has several park facilities. The Township also has a Parks, Recreation and Open Space Plan 

that further addresses this issue.  

Goal: Existing recreation activities are most important to the Township and should be emphasized in the 

future. The Parks Plan details short-term plans for Berrien Township. 

Objectives will be added that align with the new parks plan 

Sensitive Environmental Lands 

The “Indian Bowl” is perhaps the most sensitive environmental land in the Township, but is a county 

facility. Considerable expansion of that facility is proposed. Berrien Township supports the Indian Bowls’ 

protection. 
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Goal: The Township will support the efforts of the Michigan Department of Environment, Great Lakes and 

Energy (EGLE) toward the elimination of combined sewer overflows into the St. Joseph River/Lake Chapin 

area, which has a sensitive environmental character. 

Objective: The Township will participate with area municipalities in their efforts to eliminate 

discharges resulting in adverse conditions on the St. Joseph River and the detained water in Lake 

Chapin. 

Goal: Groundwater in Berrien Township needs to be protected from the adverse effects of infiltration 

from development-related pollutants. 

Objective: The Township will consider means to protect the drinking water supplies to the 

many residential wells in Berrien Township.  

Objective:  The Township will support green infrastructure for stormwater management to 

encourage infiltration which protect the cold water designation of area streams and lakes. 

Infrastructure  

The Township needs to maintain and expand its infrastructure to support the present and future needs of 

the community. Infrastructure includes human made systems such as roads, stormwater management 

and broadband. 

Goal:  Support the County Road Department with road maintenance in the Township.   

Objective:  Consider a Township contribution for paved shoulders when the County Road 

Department is working on roads to increase walkability and bicycling opportunities.  

Goal:  Support and participate in the County and SWMPC’s efforts to increase broadband services in 

Berrien County.  

Goal:  Support Berrien County’s efforts to maximize the value and increase connectivity of public transit 

services in Berrien County.  

Goal:  Implement stormwater management techniques that encourage infiltration and filtration to protect 

surface and ground water quality and mitigate flooding.  

Objective:  Support the County’s efforts to enact stormwater guidelines that better encourage or 

require green infrastructure or low impact development methods for handling stormwater runoff.  



Berrien Township Comprehensive Plan – 2021 

47 | P a g e  
 

Future Land Use 
 

The future land use for Berrien Township includes several perspectives for looking at the future, including: 

Preserving the rural character of the Township. This overall concept helps protect the excellent 

agricultural land and provides a rural atmosphere that brought many residents to live in the Township in 

the first place. 

Preserving agricultural land, particularly that on the eastern half of the Township. 

Land development for single family residences should be clustered around the Villages to preserve the 

rural ambience and farmland. 

Intensive land development for commercial and industrial uses is not appropriate in most of the Township 

and should be limited in land area and intensity. 

The Future Land Use Plan details the major categories of land use planned for the Township. As the nature 

of this Plan is to minimize intensive development, the Plan shows only incremental and minimal change 

from current conditions. This is consistent with the points noted above, and the existing character of 

Berrien Township. 

Agricultural 

As demonstrated by the survey, there is widespread agreement that farmland should be preserved. This 

support must be followed by action. As development expand urban and suburban land into farmland 

areas; individual lots displace farmland; commercial and industrial expansion pushes into farming areas 

and even the farmers sell property for other uses when farming cannot provide sufficient income. 

There are a number of state and local programs and devices for farmland preservation, but frequently 

they suffer from limited scope, insufficient protection, high cost, or popular lifestyles that override the 

degree of commitment required. In addition, many of the programs target the cost of land, but whatever 

land costs may be applied, the market cost for farmland seems to quickly respond to any changes. 

Part of the reason losing farmland is also the marketplace for farming: it is highly susceptible to economic 

supply and demand as it is affected by weather, pests, foreign competition (often with foreign 

government subsidies), changes in nutrition trends and even some non-farm products (e.g. sugar 

replacements). The marketplace for farming is always challenging and changing. 

The Future Land Use Map does show that the principal areas of Agricultural land in the future will be 

primarily on the eastern portions of the Township. However, the Michigan Department of Transportation 

(MDOT) does show primary agricultural land in the southwest that provides an excellent view of the 

Township from the freeway. It is the intention of the Future Land Use Plan to detail a variety of 

preservation methods to protect that land and to extend it to the other agriculturally planned areas to 

the east. The Future Land Use map designates this as “Visual Observation Areas.”  The Township could 

explore the use of an overlay district to restrict development in this visual observation area to maintain 

the viewshed from the highway.  
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The Agricultural areas currently have an allowance for lots with a minimum size of one acre with a width 

of 105 feet to help maintain the character of residential development in rural areas and take up as little 

farmland as possible. It is not intended to – nor can it ultimately – prevent all development in the rural 

and agricultural area, but it is intended to shape its character and include protections for Berrien 

Township.  The Township may consider adopting an ordinance similar to the 2000 amendment to the 

Marion Township, Charlevoix County, Agricultural Zone that encourages limited development and open 

space developments in the agricultural zone.  

The Township will be developing proposals for land use regulations and other methods for preserving 

farmland. This Plan is intended to support those efforts and provide guidelines and alternatives (and the 

potential consequences of those alternatives) for implementation. 

Low Density Residential 

The desire for a rural lifestyle by many residents of the Township presents an ongoing challenge for 

Berrien Township as it prepares plan and zoning regulations. On one hand, there is strong desire of many 

people to move to rural environments where the land provides captivating vistas and personal solitude. 

That also embraces the American desire to maintain freedom of choice when looking for a homestead 

site. 

On the other hand, that development carries the seed of destroying the rural/farmland environment that 

was attractive in the first place. Huge lots do not stop that trend nor do farmland preservation techniques. 

The rural fabric slowly turns into suburban development that erodes the rural environment’s original 

characteristics. 

This is particularly evident at the fringes of metropolitan areas or growing small towns where this trend 

continues unabated and a solution, if one exists, remains elusive. Currently the best available approach is 

to attempt to confine rural residential development to areas where supporting roads are paved, where 

there is reasonable proximity to commercial services and employment, and be in locations where soils are 

adequate to support on-site septic and water systems. That is the method chosen by Berrien Township to 

provide for development but limit its expansion. 

The most intensive form of residential development planned for the Township is the Low Density 

Residential development. These lands will be areas that are not appropriate for future agricultural use 

based on less attractive soils, existing development patterns, paved roads and the general location. It is 

not intended to be so intense as to change the predominantly rural character of Berrien Township, but it 

is intended to provide a more compact residential area that is preferred by some people. 

In order to accommodate this use and provide the protection of the environment and rural character, the 

minimum size of these lots are recommended at one (1) acre with a width of at least 105 feet. As the 

Future Land Use plan map shows, this land use is limited in area and extent. Most of this planned land use 

is in the western portion of the Township, and in areas near some of the more developed lake areas, and 

along portions of major roadways.   

Another important tool that the Township encourages is the use of Planned Unit Developments that 

reserves a portion of the property as dedicated for community open space or green space and is protected 

in perpetuity. These open space or cluster developments if configured with the natural features on the 

property in mind will help to preserve them and maintain rural character.   
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Commercial 

Rather than providing its own intensive development to serve the employment and retail/service needs 

of the Township, this Plan recognizes the need to encourage further commercial development in the 

immediate vicinity of Berrien Springs, with its already considerable employment and educational 

opportunities, and its retail, personal and business services. 

On the northern border, the Village of Eau Claire provides the same services on a smaller scale. In addition, 

the City of Niles is just a few miles away to the south and the City of Dowagiac is just a few miles to the 

east. 

Because of these convenient alternatives, the Township did not expect and are not accommodating 

significant additional commercial development in the community. Small neighborhood facilities such as 

Berrien Center represent the modest neighborhood centers that may develop. Some convenience 

commercial and farming-related services may eventually develop. The Future Land Use plan map does 

show small areas appropriate for commercial growth along M-139, for example. 

Commercial Character 

Since commercial development is not emphasized in this Plan, those areas that are planned should be 

developed with care. The intent of describing a “commercial character” is to maintain the rural character 

of the Township and to prevent large scale commercial enterprises from hindering that aim. 

Development of properties within the Commercial classification should generally be limited in terms of 

the overall size and intensity of commercial development, and provide goods and services more oriented 

to local residents, rather than highway traffic. Generally, total square footage should be limited to 5,000 

to 10,000 square-foot areas or less. Sites should be located on lots of at least an acre with at least 200 

feet of lot width. 

Other considerations for this development include compatibility with surrounding existing and planned 

land use; traffic safety and convenience; shared driveways and parking areas; consistent site elements, 
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such as signs, landscaping and lighting; roadway improvements, including such elements as turning and 

deceleration lanes; and other factors that are consistent with their neighborhood and transitional 

characters. 

Parking lots should be buffered by perimeter landscape, particularly for parking areas abutting a roadway. 

Larger parking areas (i.e., in excess of 25 spaces) should be broken up with internal landscaped areas. 

These may be in the form of plant clusters, plant islands, etc. and can be used to collect and filter 

stormwater runoff.  

Greenbelts (plant islands) should be used to assist in directing traffic by separating access and primary 

circulation drives from the actual parking areas. All parcels should possess a fully landscaped, frontage 

greenbelt using applicable design standards. 

Landscaping should also be provided to protect adjacent land uses of lesser intensity, such as residential 

uses. 

Light Industrial 

Little Industrial land is shown in the Township, primarily because it is not expected to be a major 

employment center. Generally, industrial sites should only be located where the following characteristics 

are met: 

 Industrial uses will generally be limited to those areas which are or may be served by public 

utilities. Certain Industrial uses may be permitted without utilities, but will usually be restricted 

to those operations which do not require large scale waste disposal or water use, such as auto 

repair businesses and small machine and fabricating shops. 

 Access must be available to an appropriate roadway capable of accommodating the weights 

and/or volumes of trucks. 

 There should be a sufficient amount of property to accommodate generous setbacks for parking, 

loading, and other activity areas. 

 Designed to limit any negative effects on existing homes or other uses. Industrial site 

development shall provide adequate building and parking setbacks, buffering for adjacent 

residential uses, demonstrate sensitivity towards natural features (woods, dunes, shoreline, etc.), 

have limited access points to the main street, and have access to public utilities and services. 

Given the lack of utilities and roads conducive to heavy industrial traffic, the uses permitted in these areas 

should be limited to those of a light industrial nature, such as product assembly, rather than 

manufacturing. 

Public/Quasi- Public 

Parks are often considered public or quasi-public facilities in a future land use plan. However, due to their 

value to the Township and to the natural character, they are treated separately. Berrien Township is in 

the process of updating the Parks and Recreation Plan.  The potential improvements to park areas are 

described in that Plan. The Township strives to maintain and improve recreational facilities to be attractive 

and fully accessible to all users.  The County also owns Love Creek Nature Center 
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The other public/quasi-public facilities are not expected to change in land use during this planning period 

of approximately twenty (20) years. These facilities are, Public Land Uses (other than parks): 

 The Berrien Township Hall at Berrien Center, M-140 at Dean’s Hill Roads. 

 The Berrien County Juvenile Center and the Lakeland Complex on Dean Hills Road.  

 The Five Pine Ministries on Smith Road.  

Church Properties 

The Morris Chapel is the first church in Berrien Township and was organized in 1840. The building is on 

Pucker Street Road. Built in 1867, the church is a registered historic landmark (State and National 

Registers). 

Michiana Christian Service Camp, a non-profit corporation, is owned by the Christian Churches/Churches 

of Christ in SW Michigan and NW Indiana. The Camp is located on Steinbauer Road, between M-140 and 

Jones Road. 

Fairland Church is located at Steinbauer Road and M-140. 

The Berrien Center Union Church was built in 1857 and is located south of Berrien Center on M-140 at 

Pokagon Road. The church is a registered historic landmark (State and National Registers). 

Eau Claire Village has had a church in Berrien Township since 1887. The church has undergone several 

major changes and is still operating today. 

 

Cemeteries 

Half a dozen cemeteries are operated in Berrien Township. Most of them are now operated by the 

Township but they were originally started by and located near churches in the community. In addition to 

their primary purpose, they provide attractive open space. 

 

Visual Observation Area 

 

Most of the landscape that provides pleasant scenery and visual quality is privately owned. 

Nevertheless, the public "uses" the landscape visually. Therefore, protecting these recognized resources 

provides a significant and tangible benefit. Normally the most direct way of achieving view protection 

objectives is through the control of building location, spacing, bulk, and height. 

 

The Michigan Department of Transportation’s (MDOT) Scenic Management Guide for the US-31 Corridor 

was completed in February 2003. While the study has no anticipated transportation improvements, it 

does recognize the major impact that land use can have on the view of the freeway. There are about 

three miles of the freeway going through the Township, but Berrien Township has one site that is in the 

highest view quality for the approximately 30 miles of the new segment of US-31. 

 

It is noteworthy that the scenic viewshed examined by MDOT reaches the same conclusions that are a 

part of the preservation ethic of the township; namely that rural landscape and farmsteads. Vineyards 
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and orchards and Lake Chapin views all need to be preserved. The State proposes implementation of 

this protection can be partly done by zoning controls including: 

 

 standard setback requirements 

 uniform design standards 

 sign regulations 

 overlay zoning district 

 open space residential districts 

 landscaping, billboard and sign controls. 
 
Other procedures can include Heritage Route Designation, Act 116 Farmland Preservation and Purchase 

of Development rights and the use of natural planting materials for screening. View Preservation 

Ordinances, Critical View Overlay Districts and View Protection Districts are among other successful 

methods of preserving views. While some methods are more specific than others, these regulations do 

have some common elements, including: 

 

 Definitions which define critical and scenic viewsheds, and offer local examples. 

 Maps showing the location of viewsheds, viewing points, and view planes. 

 Zoning Ordinance provisions, or a separate ordinance, containing development restrictions and 
review procedures for developments proposed in these areas. 

 Moderating climate present in large areas. The microclimate of a forest, created in part by shade 
trees and the transpiration of water from the leaves, keeps surrounding air at an even 
temperature. Forest temperatures are generally cooler in the day and warmer at night than the 
more widely varying temperatures of unforested areas, creating natural air conditioners. 
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Zoning Plan 

The relationship of the Comprehensive Plan and Zoning Ordinance is often misunderstood. Stated 

concisely, the Comprehensive Plan is a guide for land use for the future; the Zoning Ordinance regulates 

the use of land in the present. The Comprehensive Plan is not a binding, legal document; the Zoning 

Ordinance is a law that must be followed by the Township and its residents. 

Adopting or changing a Comprehensive Plan does not directly affect the zoning for any property. However, 

future changes to the zoning map are intended to be reflective of the planned uses shown by the 

Comprehensive Plan. 

 In order to change the Comprehensive Plan, the Township Planning Commission must conduct a 

public hearing and address comments made by the public. The Planning Commission then has the 

authority to adopt the Plan without Township Board action. 

 In order to change the zoning map, the Township Planning Commission must conduct a public 

hearing and forward a recommendation for action to the Township Board. It is the Township 

Board which must then adopt the proposed zoning change. 

 

The following table establishes the connection between the Future Land Use categories and the Zoning 

categories.   

Future Land Use Categories Zoning Categories 

Agricultural Agricultural- Residential 

Commercial  Commercial 

Low Density Residential Residential/Mobile Homes 

Light Industrial Industrial 

Public/Quasi Public  No corresponding category 

Visual Observation Areas No corresponding category 
 

Overall, preserving the rural character is a key goal of the plan and it was for this reason that 

many people moved to this area. Existing open spaces help maintain the feeling of openness 

and tranquility prized by area residents. Ultimately, Berrien Township’s own definition of rural 

character that is the single most important part of its preservation. For example, Berrien 

Township definitions of rural character include at least the following elements: farmlands, 

woodlands, clean air and water, undeveloped open space, natural streambanks, natural lake 

shorelines for its small lakes,  outdoor recreation opportunities and natural resource protection. 

 
As mentioned in the section above, the Township may consider updates to its Zoning Ordinance and Map 

to better align with the goals and objectives of this master plan.  Such changes could be an addition of an 

overlay zone for the Visual Observation Area, amending the Agricultural-Residential zone to limit 

development and encourage open space developments, requiring agricultural buffer areas to any new 

residential development, etc.  

See the appendix for specific information on protecting agricultural lands and natural features and rural 

character with zoning techniques and voluntary programs.  
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How Does the Comprehensive Plan Affect You as a Landowner?  

How the Comprehensive Plan affects you depends on your particular situation. If you are a property owner 

you may have several interests, including not only your property but properties that are in a similar land 

use category. 

 As a homeowner, you will be interested in the properties in your immediate neighborhood. You 

may wish to know what uses are proposed for vacant land in your area. 

 As an owner of vacant property you will want to know what land uses are proposed for your 

property. 

 As a Township resident you will be interested in the overall concepts of the Plan, as expressed in 

its Goals. These statements will give you an indication of the Planning Commission's view of the 

Township now, and in the future. 

 

How Should You Use this Plan? 
Again, use of the Plan depends on your interest in the future of Berrien Township, but generally, here is 

the procedure you should follow. 

Step #1  What land use is proposed for your property, or the area surrounding your property?  You will 

find this information on the Future Land Use map. This map is divided into separate land use categories. 

Find the category of land use in which your property is located. 

Step #2  Determine how the Planning Commission views development in your area.  The text of the Future 

Land Use Plan will indicate to you the general direction of development within your area; it may be fairly 

specific, or it may be somewhat general. The Future Land Use text is meant to provide a general direction 

to the Planning Commission as well as property owners regarding future development within the 

Township. 

Step #3  Determine the meaning of the land use designation for your property.  In Step #1 you were asked 

to determine the land use category into which your property falls. In the Future Land Use chapter there 

is a discussion covering each of these categories. Find the one that applies to you (the category in which 

your property lies) and read the discussion on the meaning of each land use designation. 

Depending on the nature of your interest in the Comprehensive Plan, this may be as far as you carry your 

initial investigation. If you have a specific proposal which does not fit the Future Land Use portion of the 

Plan, you may want to investigate the Plan in more detail, beginning with the Goals. 

Step #4  Determine how the Plan affects your property. The Future Land Use designation will indicate to 

you how your property is planned for use in the future. This does not mean that you cannot continue the 

use that you currently have. Land use within Berrien Township is also affected by the zoning for your 

property. See the Zoning Ordinance or call the Township offices for more information. In short, the 

Comprehensive Plan may have a profound impact on the future of your property, regardless of whether 

you are a land owner or a homeowner. As a resident of Berrien Township, it is important that you become 

familiar with the Plan and what it may mean to you. 
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Plan Implementation 
 

The Planning Commission and Township Board should continuously strive to: 

Refer to the Comprehensive Plan in All Zoning Decisions  

One of the principal benefits of having an adopted Comprehensive Plan is the foundation it provides for 

sound zoning decisions. Just as the Plan is the policy guide for land use, zoning is the principal legal 

enforcement tool. The two should work together to support each zoning decision as well as assist in 

defending legal challenges to those decisions, should they occur. 

Encourage Other Decision Making Bodies to Use the Comprehensive Plan  

The Comprehensive Plan should help guide every-day decisions, from the capacity of improved roads to 

new schools. Working with other parties that can affect land use patterns in the Township, such as the 

County Road Commission, School District, and even adjacent townships, can help Berrien Township in the 

implementation of the Comprehensive Plan. 

Keep the Plan Current 

An outdated Plan that is not referred to on a continual basis can weaken Township decisions. The Planning 

Commission should conduct an annual review of the Plan to ensure that the Plan is kept current. Any 

amendments to the Plan can be done at that time (amendments to the Comprehensive Plan require a 

public hearing to be held) to keep it up to date and consistent with Township philosophies. Several goals 

in the community may have been achieved and new ones may need to be established, or, several zoning 

decisions may have changed the direction of development in a certain part of the Township. 

Where uses have been approved contrary to the Plan, the Plan should be amended to reflect these 

changes. By routinely following this procedure, the Comprehensive Plan will continue to be an up-to-date, 

reliable planning tool. 

 

Evaluating Future Land Use Changes  

Changing the land use or zoning designation on any property can have far reaching consequences, 

physically, environmentally, financially, and legally. Therefore, a careful evaluation of proposed re-zonings 

is essential. As with any land use decision, the use of standards is essential to reaching fair and consistent 

decisions. The following evaluation measures are included in the Comprehensive Plan to permit their use 

by the Township when re-zonings or Future Land Use changes are contemplated. 

Consistency with the Community Vision and the Goals of the Future Land Use Plan. 

If conditions upon which the Comprehensive Plan was developed have changed significantly since the 

General Development Plan was adopted, such as economic factors, demographic shifts, new utility lines, 

changing traffic conditions, or other reasons, the Planning Commission and Township Board should 

consider these events as part of their deliberation to insure that the Plan is current. Particular attention 
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should be paid to the Vision and Goals to ensure that they remain valid, and that the proposed rezoning 

or land use change does not impair their intent. 

Agricultural land preservation and cluster development. 

State tax assessment guidelines and local land use regulations are often not conducive to protecting 

farmland. In many rural areas, this has caused rapid development of single family homes on large lots, 

land fragmentation, and increased farmland property values (beyond its agricultural worth).  

Cluster development provides for a denser concentration of development in a limited area, with no 

increase in the overall, or "gross density" of the site. The object of clustering is not to increase the number 

of units developed, but to regulate the amount of land disturbed by structures, lawns, and drives. The 

gross density must still fall into the requirements of the Zoning Ordinance. 

On larger parcels, the acreage not used in the development may be set aside for farming, provided that 

ownership or control of the area to be used for farming is firmly established. This development style 

permits areas of agricultural lands to remain in production or as natural areas, even as other parts of the 

property are developed for residential use. 

Compatibility with adjacent uses and districts. 

All of the uses allowed in the proposed district should be compatible with the conditions present on the 

site and in the immediate vicinity of the site especially in terms of density, character, traffic, aesthetics, 

and property values. The Comprehensive Plan provides several guidelines, as noted above, which should 

be considered when determining whether or not the proposed district is compatible with the 

neighborhood and the Township as a whole. 

Capability of being used as already zoned. 

It is the right of every property owner to receive a reasonable return on the investment placed on 

property. This does not mean that zoning is a slave to the "highest and best use," which is not a zoning, 

but a real estate term. It does mean that there should be a reasonable use available within the zone 

district. But if the property is capable of being used as zoned, there will need to be a compelling reason 

to change. These reasons may be related to the first two standards of consistency and compatibility. 

Site plans will not be considered as part of a rezoning request. The Planning Commission and/or Township 

Board will not be swayed by what is proposed by the petitioner. Instead, the Township will make a specific 

finding that ALL of the uses permitted in the proposed district are appropriate for the site and area; not 

just the one shown on a site plan. 

Finally, it is critical that the Plan be read in its entirety. Rather than attempting to isolate individual 

statements that may appear to support one position or another regarding the Future Land Use for the 

Township, the Planning Commission must consider the intent of the Plan as a whole. This requires a careful 

reading of the Plan to ensure that all of the Plan’s considerations are included in the evaluation of any 

change. 

The following table contains a series of evaluation factors which may be used to determine if a change to 

a land use element of the Plan is warranted. 
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Future Land Use Evaluation Factors Yes/No Comments 

Does the proposed new classification meet the 

qualifications noted in the appropriate section of the Plan 

description? 

  

Are the zoning districts and their uses which may apply to 

the new classification, compatible and appropriate in the 

vicinity of the property under consideration? 

  

Have any conditions changed in the area since the Plan was 

adopted which might justify this change? 

  

Will there be any community impacts which should be 

considered, such as increased traffic, or others which might 

create a need for additional services or improvements? 

  

Are there any environmental considerations which may be 

contrary to the intent of the existing or proposed 

classification of land use? 

  

Was the property improperly classified when the plan was 

adopted or amended? Are the qualities of the property 

different than those described in the Plan? 

  

Will there be any adverse impacts on adjacent properties as 

a result of the proposed land use change? 

  

Will there be any adverse impacts on the public health, 

safety and welfare? 

  

 

Use of this checklist carefully will assist Berrien Township to assure that development projects are 

compatible with the Comprehensive Plan, supporting Vision, Goals and Objectives and specific physical-

natural characteristics of the Township. 

The Planning Commission and Township Board of Berrien Township have assumed their responsibility to 

look beyond today’s zoning issues and provide long term guidance for land use and development through 

the adoption of this Comprehensive Plan. The Plan, properly developed and well thought-out, can provide 

tangible benefits in improved quality of life, efficient use of financial and other resources, a cleaner 

environment, and an economically healthy community. However, those benefits are directly related to 

the willingness of the Township’s citizens to follow the Plan, and to keep it current. It is hard work; but 

the rewards will make the effort well worthwhile. 
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The Plan will not be fulfilled overnight; as a look at the future, it is intended to guide decisions made, one 

day at a time. Accordingly, the Plan cannot be rigidly administered; changing conditions that can affect 

the original intent of the Comprehensive Plan should be acknowledged. The Plan is intended to be flexible 

so that these changes can be accommodated. 

On the other hand, while the Plan needs to be a flexible instrument, its recommendations should not be 

taken lightly. Adjustments should be made only when necessary, and justified on changing conditions or 

shifts in community philosophy. The Planning Commission should regularly review the Plan to ensure that 

the Township remains on the right track to achieve the future it desires. 
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Appendices 
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Survey Results 

1. I/we live or own property in Berrien Township 

 
 

2. Write the number of adult members in your household who work in Berrien Township 
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3. Write the number of adult members in your household who work outside of Berrien Township  

 

 

4. I/we own a business in Berrien Township 
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5. Write the number of people in your household that fall under the following age ranges.  

 

 

6. How many years have you and your family resided or owned property in the community?  
 

 

 

 

2.1

1.6

1.0

1.7

1.6

1.6

1.2

0.0 0.5 1.0 1.5 2.0 2.5

less than 17

18 - 25

26 - 35

36 - 50

51 - 64

65 - 75

Over 75

Average number of household members in each 
age range
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7. Why do you feel Berrien Township is a desirable place to live? (check all that apply) 
 

 

 

8. Overall do you feel that quality of life in Berrien Township is _____? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

100%
50%

70%
32%

64%
72%

30%
52%

50%
76%

22%
40%
40%

64%

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Rural atmosphere
Outdoor recreation opportunities

Lakes and rivers
Employment nearby

Quality school system
Friendly people

Community spirit
Attractiveness of area

Reasonable tax rate
Low crime rates

Availability of shopping nearby
Ease of commute

Affordable housing/land
Surrounding farmland/open space
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9. In the table below, please indicate the number of household members next to their opinions on 
the following statements (totals). 

 

 Strongly 
Agree 

Agree No 
Opinion 

Disagree Strongly 
Disagree 

Concentrate new business, industry and 
residential development near Berrien 
Springs Village.  

18 44 33 12 9 

Focus on encouraging additional 
employment opportunities in the area. 

28 41 37 7 3 

Recognize farming as an essential 
economic activity and support voluntary 
preservation of farmland and open space. 

73 45 6 1 0 

Keep residential densities low in the 
Township to maintain rural character. 

62 30 14 12 2 

Limit the expansion of municipal sewer and 
water services to serve only the areas 
surrounding Berrien Springs Village. 

37 23 31 16 8 

Provide more effective enforcement of 
codes and ordinances to eliminate blight. 

30 24 41 12 11 

Develop a short and long range plan to 
prioritize road improvements. 

50 42 23 4 2 

Improve roads to provide bike lanes or 
paved shoulders for pedestrians and 
bicyclists. 

64 26 13 14 4 

Develop standards for new development 
that will protect wetlands, rivers, streams 
and lakes by reducing polluted runoff.   

60 25 21 8 4 

Expand high speed internet options to the 
area. 

88 25 11 4 2 
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10. What is the biggest challenge the community will face as you look towards Berrien Township’s 
future?  

 

Be open to change and improvement 

Recycle need a place here 

water 

Retention and/or development of new or existing commercial/industrial business 

COVID 

safety 

very few democratic choices/candidates for office 

Need more knowledgeable leadership  Paying 0 wages to board and committee members who sleep in meetings, plus do 
nothing. 

population 

Attracting growth while maintaining current character 

How we can embrace tourism opportunities and attract businesses to the area that support those opportunities along with our 
community? What is the vision and balance for this? How do we overcome the NIMBY mentality when it comes to 
VRBO/AirBnB/recreational opportunities etc? 

Expanding water and sewer out the m139 for expanding for business  

- Get onboard with the youth sports complex in Berrien, stop being tightwads with our tax $$$  - Why don’t we have some 
wineries/breweries/restaurants in our township and what are we doing to encourage them to come? 

Provide high speed internet to all residents.  Growth, Change and the ability to lead. 

Keeping up technology without high speed capabilities. 

Enforcing code regulations and limiting blight. 

Internet access due to unpredictable school and work situation. 

Regulation and enforcement of  short term rentals.  Keeping short term rentals out of single family R1 developments.  

Keeping marijuana businesses out of our township     State revenue decrease as a result of the pandemic    

Paying for fire and future police protection 

Quality of roads 

Neighborhoods which are run down, i.e. corner of Rangeline and Castner Dr. Old bus, yards not mowed, dogs barking. Dirt bikes 
racing for hours on end. 

selling farm land 

Providing internet and funding for roads 

Overdevelopnent 

High speed internet options.  I use cellular internet for my home/ business.  It is a challenge, but the only option besides satellite  

Keeping the Township rural while also providing access to high speed internet for all households. 

Roads. Internet service 

Increased population  

Cost.  

Stop trying to turn country-living into city-living...there's a reason we moved to the country.  Leave us alone. 

enforcement of ordinances; maintaining farmland 

Impact of shutdown/Covid climate, lakeshore erosion 

The lack of availability of high speed internet to certain addresses in berrien township.  

Improving rural high speed internet availability 

Better protection by policing  
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11. Do you have any general comments about the future land use in Berrien Township? 
 

Recreational trails 

would like to see wineries encouraged 

In favor of development that does not cause negative effects on environment 

Protect and preserve it (farmland and agricultural land and open space).  

farm it 

Agri-tourism and embracing and promoting the resources we have is a great start. The need for collaboration and 
cooperation along with improved spaces must be addressed so there are not conflicting initiatives. I also believe that 
collaboration between the 3 municipalities in our very small area is important and essential - outsiders don’t know there are 
3 entities and if done properly won’t know that unless to celebrate successes together. A great example is the future 
recreational plan proposed for Berrien Springs. While it is physically located in Oronoko, the opportunity is a great one to 
show how local government can work together to support health, exercise, youth and adult sports along with the 
development of a destination for tournaments etc. that draw more to the community to spend their money.  

Keep farms farmland 

- Don’t let a lot of farm land go to subdivisions   

Integrate more venues, wine tasting and/or craft beer locations. Designate additional historical points of interest.   

Rural character should be preserved as much as possible. 

We should look to develop a lager area that could support some commercial use. 

Biking and walking trails around the township. 

Love to see a rail trail connected here to Niles    Important for our township to work with the other townships in our area 
cooperatively especially in regards to the New Recreation Authority 

Recreation and/or entertainment should be encouraged 

Allow some creativity in how people can use their lands as times change and preferences evolve. 

Rangeline park needs renovation. Play equipment is old and rusty. Walk/bike trails disc golf would be nice. 

we do not want the bike trail on the old railroad right off way. We all ready have people riding dirt bikes and 4 wheelers on 
it. Who is going to enforce rules. We also have a swimming pool next to it and are worried people will jump our fence to 
swim in it. 

We prefer to maintain the rural/agricultural nature of the area and would like to see no new subdivisions 

Careful consideration always needs to be taken when looking at land use.  I prefer the rural character.  If development is 
proposed, I don’t necessarily oppose, but I do think it can be handled in an appropriate way to not upset the balance 

We strongly support keeping the Township a rural area. This is the number one reason our family now resides in Berrien 
Township. 

Keep it Rural 

Expanded High speed internet would be ideal.  

Stop trying to turn country-living into city-living...there's a reason we moved to the country.  Leave us alone. 

maintain rural environment 

Unhappy with proposal to add minimum "core living dimensions" under the poor guise of limiting blight, and occupant 
safety 

No 

No 

I would love to see a dog park available in our area 
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12. Are there areas in the Township that need improvement for pedestrian safety?  
 

Range Line Rd speed enforcement 

bike paths 

yes 

roadsides, especially mowing  This serves everyone -  not just bikers and hikers.  

Rangeline Road -- reduce speed limit between Old 31 and Snyder 

Walking/Riding is not easy in many spaces and the need to go on old 31 makes it more challenging. There are opportunities 
to improve this with the question that is listed below. In addition, Berrien Township has an amazing body of water and river 
running through it for a host of water sports.  

Bike paths  

- Lots of walkers on roads without shoulders to walk on 

Rangeline Rd., Snyder Rd. and Lake Chapin Road all have concerns with foot traffic, runners, bikers and children playing, 
people walking dogs, etc.    

M140,. Pokagon 

Perhaps lower speed limits on Rangeline Road - many walkers and speeding drivers. 

N/A 

A trail or at least wide shoulder from Berrien Center to the trail from Niles and Berrien Springs    There is a nice wide 
shoulder on both sides of M-139 from the Saint Joeseph River Bridge to Dean's Hill and not   any shoulder on that busy 
curve. 

None that I am aware of. 

Rangeline park equipment with broken/rusted edges. Trail to river much poison ivy. 

Walking and riding bicycles is dangerous on country roads. It would be next to see trails developed fur such activities. 

Yes.  Speed limits are too high in some high density areas.  Pokagon road is problematic, people drive too fast, and there is 
no place for pedestrians being the main route to Berrien Springs.  Signage for kids, tractors, horses, has all disappeared and 
should be brought back with options to request it for your property  

No 

Yes 

Bicycle lanes and walking trails.  

Cars fly down the roads in our towns and police Do not patrol and/or give tickets. I see cars hit 50 on mechanic and I want 
my children to be able to ride their bikes safely. A little girl was just hot on her bike on Main Street a couple days ago. People 
know that police are not out and therefore take advantage of the speed rules 

Our road, Lake Chapin Rd, has a 55mph speed limit that's not posted.  There are many houses near the road, lots of walkers 
and bikers.  This speed limit is truly insane.  Several years ago I complained and was told its mandated by the state.  The 
state people told me it is set according to "prevailing speeds".  Again, that rationale is insane.  It should be set at 35 mph.  
Look at it and you'll see for yourself.  

No 

Pokagon Road and M-140 are not bike friendly 

Range Line Road, Pokagon Road 

 



Berrien Township Comprehensive Plan – 2021 

70 | P a g e  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

13. Do you support constructing a walking and biking trail from the City of Niles to downtown 
Berrien Springs?  
 

 
 

14. List specific improvements you would like to see at area parks: 
a. Berrien Township Hall Park 

recycling bins 

None 

Add more flowering shrubs and keep hall parking lot free from weeds. 

No 

More mulch 

Fence along M140, traffic speed concerns 

Fence around play area 

 

b. Range Line Park 
update equipment 

recycling bins 

Dog-friendly area; improved trails along river; bathrooms 

Disc Golf course 

Consistent branding and promotion of township resources  

Upgrade equip 

Sign at end of Range Line Rd. indicating it's location. 

Better access for fishermen 
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new playground equip, better facilities 

No 

Love to see the grant distributed and put Search BPSP; District Calendar; Click on Board of Ed Mtg and you will find the link 
and passcode to use.  Great location for further growth! 

Cost of pavillon use is prohibitive, gate often locked to cars 

It should It should be named Housner Park for the people that donated the land 

Clean up the wooded area and NEVER log that out again. It needs proper management 

dog parks for large and small dogs 

Improved playground and facilities  

Newer playground equipment 

Pickleball courts 

Add a dog park, lots of dog walking activity on Rangeline. A park would create a sense of community/Meet your neighbors! 

 

c. Fisherman’s Haven 
recycling bins 

observation deck for picnic lunches 

clean it up 

make it look better. Landscaping 

Clean it up, make it welcoming, lit, etc.  

Improve parking and access for fishermen  

Tidy up and fix the sign so we don’t look illiterate! 
 

Add lights to the dam, add park benches and/or picnic tables and chairs.   

No 

A walking/bicycle cross of M-139 would be helpful to get the park. 

A small improved park would be nice. 

Better access 

Get rid of it costs money and generates no revenue 

 

d. Other parks/trail improvements  
recycling bins 

biking and walk bridge across Lk Chapin from Rangeline Park would be huge asset! 

Better signage and trail Improvements to Interurban ROW 

Build the trail...and get it over the river - connect along the way and give people a reason to stop along the trail.  

Bike and running trails would be a great addition with sign 

No 

Rail trail to Niles from Berrien Springs and surrounding areas.   

The green space near the river that is fenced off (policeman's park?) would be a lovely park to actually use for recreation! 

It’s all privately owned I believe, but a trail down the old railroad bed that ran through Berrien Center would be great 

Walking and biking trails 
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15. Do you have any specific suggestions that would help the parks listed above be more enjoyable 
for those with disabilities?  

 
 

 

walks wide enough for wheelchairs/curb cuts; playground for disabled children 

Platforms for fishing?  

No parks are friendly for those with disabilities. We need to really focus on accessibility in the future 

Accessibility should be taken into consideration and designed for all facilities 

 

 

16. List any other ideas or comments regarding parks, trails, recreation or open space in Berrien 
Township 

Work for twp residents and taxpayers.  Keep Twp money (and taxes) at home.  Cease allowing B.S. Village and Oronoko Twp 
to tell Berrien Twp what to do and telling Twp citizens what to do, plus give money to the.  They will benefit more than 
Berrien Twp (they plan it that way).   Berrien Twp is better liked when it stays independent, and will be more welcome to 
potential leaders coming forward. 

Improve view/access to Lake Chapin from downtown park 

Lots of great space and great people. The need to collaborate and work together amongst the 3 municipalities is essential 
and has been done very well for many years. A clear plan on how we continue to showcase an amazing community with 
diverse agriculture, great schools, a world class university, and friendly people.   

Advertise and promote highlights and attractions.  Create a tourist guide map indicating  Air B&B's, running & bike trails, 
historical farms, cemeteries, Event Venues U-Pick locations.   

Any trails/parks would be positive and would be a great addition. 

N/A 
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Fix and update what the Berrien Township has now before you start a new project.  Make sure you have the funds to 
maintain what is now available before you make a new trail or project.   

We must participate with the GBSRD and the new Rec Authority.  There will not be a large enough group of kids from our 
Twp to run a program by ourselves.  It is an awesome  investment in the kids and develops such great community spirit.  
Brings schools, diverse population groups, and the country folk all together! 

The grassed area across the street from the water treatment is fenced, would be nice to have access with picnic area. 

Public boat launch.  

It would be nice to have a paved trail between Range Line Park and going toward Niles.  A boat launch into Lake Chapin 
would be nice also. 

Keep working hard on improvements,  it will be a long term benefit  

I think its terrible that there is no place I can fish Lake Chapin from the bank.  None.  The main attraction to this area is Lake 
Chapin, yet unless you own lakefront property, forget it.  I will never understand why there aren't few nice places to fish the 
lake. 

As far as parks go I think the board needs to make a trip to Mishawaka Central Park and check out their set up and 
equipment.  obviously none of our parks are that large but, kids would LOVE to have something like this closer to home. 

Thank you for considering and exploring improvements! 
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Preserving Farmland, Natural Features and Rural Character  

 
Farmland and Development Conflicts: Right - to-Farm Law 

State tax assessment guidelines and local land use regulations are often not conducive to protecting 

farmland. In many rural areas this has caused rapid development of single family homes on large lots, 

land fragmentation, and increased farmland property values (beyond its agricultural worth). 

The effects of non-agricultural development on existing farm operations is a particularly troublesome 

issue. New development can make daily farming operations difficult and sometimes dangerous. New 

residents in farming areas may not understand basic farming needs, such as manure handling. As a 

result, farmers are forced to contend with increased traffic and nuisance complaints by new neighbors 

who object to slow moving vehicles on roadways, noise, dust, odors, and late hours of operation. As 

development pressures build, so will additional complaints regarding agricultural practices. 

Citizen complaints against agricultural operations are filed with the Michigan Department of 

Agriculture’s Right-to-Farm Office. Complaints primarily 

center around flies, odors, and/or manure handling 

related to livestock operations. According to the Act, 

farmers are protected as long as they comply with the 

Best Management Practices for agricultural activities as 

required by the state of 

Michigan. This does not, however, eliminate the efforts 

that farmers have to put forth to defend their actions 

from complaints. Amendments to this Act have affected 

the ability of local governments to control the 

operational effects that certain agricultural activities 

may have on surrounding properties.  

Zoning Techniques 

Agricultural Buffers 

Balancing the need to continue agricultural practices and the desire to develop land for non-agricultural 

purposes can be challenging. Open space buffers between active agricultural areas and other uses, such 

as residential development, can help reduce land use conflicts, 

particularly where residential and agricultural conflicts are occurring with greater frequency. The use of 

buffers can aid in easing land use conflicts and improving the relationship of agricultural uses and new 

residents. 

Buffers are generally imposed on residential developments, rather than on farming operations, 

principally because the farm was probably the first use in place. Buffers should be sufficiently wide to 

protect the farming operation from lawn fertilizers, playing children, and other conflicts. At the same 

time, they cannot be so burdensome as to require excessive land commitments from residential 

property owners. 

In 1981, Michigan passed the Right-to-Farm Law to 
protect farmers from public or private nuisance suits 
if the farm operation conforms to generally accepted 
agricultural management practices. The law states: A 
farm or farm operation shall not be found to be a 
public or private nuisance if the farm or farm 
operation existed before a change in the land use or 
occupancy of the land within one mile of the 
boundaries of the farm, and if before that change in 
land use or occupancy of land, the farm or farm 
operation would not have been a nuisance.” 
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Buffers are most effective if a “no-disturb” zone is provided between residential properties and 

farmland. This requirement should be tied to subdivision, site condominium, planned unit development, 

or land division approval. It should also be required that the buffer be described in the property deed to 

alert potential buyers of the need to honor the no-disturb area. 

Large Lot Zoning 

This technique may be effective in maintaining rural character, but usually not farmland. This technique 

simply increases the lot size required in residential zone districts where farming operations exist, except 

perhaps, where public utilities are/can be provided. Lot sizes are generally greater than 10 acres, 

depending on the objective (farmland preservation vs. rural character). In areas where farmland 

preservation is particularly important to the community individual lot sizes of 40 to 160 acres may be 

applicable.  Large lot zoning, however, can create parcel sizes which are “too big to mow, but too little 

to plow.” In areas of marginal farming production this technique can have a detrimental effect by 

requiring large lots for individual homes and taking large parcels out of production for that purpose.  

Open Space Preservation (Cluster) Development 

Another approach to farmland, open space and rural character preservation is to concentrate less on 

restricting development of property and work instead on the efficient use of land. Open Space 

Development (or as it is sometimes known, cluster development) provides for a denser concentration of 

development in a limited area, with no increase in the overall, or "gross density" of the site. 

The object of clustering is not to increase the number of units 

developed, but to regulate the amount of land disturbed by 

structures, lawns, and drives. The gross density must still fall into 

the requirements of the Zoning Ordinance. 

On larger parcels, the acreage not used in the development may 

be set aside for farming, natural area or community open space. 

This development style permits areas of agricultural lands to 

remain in production, even as other parts of the property are 

developed for residential use. 

The open space provisions are to be provided as an “option” to 

the land owner. Regulations added to the ordinance must 

provide a minimum of 50 percent open space for developments in 

townships and that the open space be permanently protected 

from development by some legal means that assures its 

preservation. Another provision requires that the development not 

be subject to a requirement of providing either public water or 

public sewer systems unless those systems would otherwise be 

required even without the open space. The open space 

preservation provisions do not override any applicable ordinances 

or laws related to groundwater protection or approval of sanitary 

sewer disposal systems where public systems are unavailable. 
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Currently, open space development in western Michigan is not particularly prevalent. One of the 

reasons that many buyers are looking in the rural areas is to avoid being too near other homes. Unlike 

southeastern Michigan, where land values are generally higher, open lands are abundant in western 

Michigan and land prices are very reasonable. 

However, there is a segment of the marketplace that appreciates the value of preserving larger open 

spaces within a development. Thus offering incentives to developers for using this development 

technique is appropriate. The basic incentive to which developers will most readily respond is an 

increase in the number of units which could be permitted over the base density calculated under the 

parallel plan. This is generally considered a development “bonus.” 

The amount of the bonus may vary depending on the nature of the development, and they may be used 

in combinations of one or more different incentives. As an example, incentives may include an increase 

in the number of units if: 

 additional open space is provided, beyond that normally gained in the lowering of individual lot 

sizes; 

 a community wastewater and/or domestic water system is used (avoiding the need for septic 

systems and individual wells); 

 recreational amenities are provided, such as tennis courts, club house, or other similar facility; 

 walkways, trails, or bike paths are included within the development; 

 significant areas of active agricultural lands are preserved; and 

 where appropriate, commercial uses may be permitted (usually subject to certain restrictions to 

limit size and effect on the area). 

 

Lot Depth, Width and Setbacks 

 

Perceptions of rural character may be formed by natural settings along the roadside. Homes spaced out 

along roadways, particularly when near the street, tend to detract from the rural character of the area 

when the view is more of buildings than of open space. A byproduct of strip residential development, 

the inefficient use of land, also occurs when homes are placed near the front property line. A number of 

properties in the Township may be divided into relatively large lots, with the frontage taken up by 

individual homes. 

 

This type of development tends to create relatively deep lots which leaves sizeable portions of 

properties cut off from road access and essentially unuseable. While this may not be a problem for the 

original and some subsequent owners, others may look for opportunities to use the back portions of 

these lots for further development and seek variances or other approvals from the township to do so. 

 
The 1997 amendments to the state Subdivision Control Act (now called the Land Division Act) provides 

limits to the depth of lots created, but access to interior properties will continue to be an important 

consideration in reviewing future development proposals. 
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The number of driveways along these roadways can become a 

traffic issue, particularly in areas where zoning allows relatively 

narrow lot widths. In fact, current access management guidelines 

call for driveway spacing of 550 feet for roadways with an average 

speed of 55 miles per hour (see table).  Although individually these 

driveways do not generate excessive amounts of traffic, over time 

an increase in their number on a busy roadway can present 

problems with additional turn movements, especially where 

vehicle speeds are high.  

 

Increasing lot widths can have the effect of separating the distance 

between homes for a more "open" feeling. This requires changing 

the applicable zoning requirements along certain defined roadways (generally county arterial roads). 

Other applicable provisions for these fronting lots could include such elements as: 

 

 Increased lot width and/or area. 

 Greater setback requirements. 
 Provisions minimizing urban vegetation (manicured lawns, flower gardens, etc.) and preservation 

of larger trees in areas visible from the roadway. 

 
However, simply changing the district requirements would mean that the width requirements would 

apply to all roadways. Therefore, to make this regulation more effective, and to discourage 

development along the roadway, a companion change to encourage development into the site may be 

needed. This could be accomplished by decreasing the lot frontage required on roads that are part of 

the development project. Again, this does not imply that the site density needs to be greater, only that 

the lot widths for interior streets be less than what is required along the arterial roadway. 

 
Implementing these provisions requires adoption of an “overlay” district that would apply to residential 

zone districts along arterial roadways. Lots fronting on the interior streets would require less widths and 

setbacks. 

 
Another provision that could be implemented would require a 

minimum development setback for residential projects of more 

than a single lot. The setback would require that no building 

that is part of the development could be nearer to the arterial 

roadway than 200-300 feet. (The weakness of this provision is 

that it would be more difficult to apply it to individual home 

sites.) 

 
Other provisions applying to this setback area would be that no native or natural vegetation be removed 

from the setback, nor any grading or changes in topography occur, except that necessary for entrance 

roads. The Ordinance could allow the Planning Commission to modify this requirement if the developer 

demonstrated that the clearing of existing vegetation would contribute significantly to the purpose and 

objectives of the development. 

 

Average 
Speed 
(MPH) 

Minimum 
Driveway Spacing 

(in Feet) 

25 125 

35 185 

45 300 

55 550 

Access Management Guidelines 

(MDOT) 
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Or, the Planning Commission could reduce the setback if existing landscaping provided a natural screen, 

or if the proposed development provided a new landscape screen. There should, however, still be some 

minimum setback. This provision would also have to include some allowance for lot variations so that 

the overall density permitted by the Ordinance could be maintained. 

 

These tools can be integrated into the Township’s zoning ordinance and even modified for Berrien 

Township’s particular circumstance and goals. 

 

Voluntary Preservation Techniques  

Conservation Easements 

A conservation easement is the voluntary donation of land to have restrictions placed on it for the 

protection of agriculture, open space, and natural resources. The landowner still owns the land and can 

use it for specific conditions that the landowner and the nonprofit easement holder have agreed upon. 

Agricultural easements are designed to benefit the landowner, to assist him in keeping agricultural lands 

productive and protected from development. 

The easement is considered a charitable contribution for which the landowner does not receive direct 

income benefits from the donation of their land. The landowner benefits from the donation through 

federal and state income tax deduction, lower property taxes, and reduction in estate and inheritance 

taxes. The value of the conservation easement is the difference between the fair market value and the 

value of the land after restrictions have been imposed. 

The easement value is determined by a professional assessment considering the fair market value 

related to the development pressures on the land. The tax relief that the landowner receives can be 

used to keep the land productive without having to sell more land and ensure the property for the use 

of future generations. 

Conservation easements are flexible to the landowners needs and may have limited provisions for use 

and development. Certain rights to use the property can be held such as the right to grow crops, cut 

timber, construction of new farm buildings, careful location of house for family members, or subdivision 

of a lot for resale. Requesting to keep these rights will affect the value of what the conservation 

easement is worth. The easement holder assumes the responsibility to make sure that all the 

restrictions are enforced. 

The length of the easement may be flexible from a few years to permanent preservation. However, 

federal tax benefits are only available on permanent easements. The conservation easement stays in 

effect if the property is bought, sold, given or transferred to another owner. The new owner than 

assumes all responsibility of the conservation easement. When the surrounding areas change to the 

extent that the restrictions of the conservation easement can no longer be met the easement may be 

changed or terminated by the courts. 
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P.A. 116 

The Farmland and Open Space Preservation Act, P.A. 116, was established in the 1985 farm bill. P.A. 116 

is a founding act for farmland and open space preservation programs which offered tax relief to 

landowners who enrolled farmland in the program for 10 years or more. Currently 45% of Michigan’s 

farmland is in the P.A. 116 program. In 1996 Michigan’s Governor approved amendments to P.A. 116 in 

H.B. 4325. These changes were designed to keep P.A. 116 a desirable program for landowners. 

 

Purchase of Development Rights (PDR) 

The purchase of development rights has a similar setup 

and advantages as conservation easements. The 

landowner voluntarily sells the development right to his 

property, for compensation for not developing the land. 

Like conservation easements the landowner maintains full 

ownership of their land for agricultural uses and the land 

can be sold or transferred, but can never be used for non-

farm development. 

The value for the purchase of the development rights is 

the difference between the fair market value and the 

agricultural use value of the land. With the income from the sale of the development rights the 

landowner has money to expand the farm operation, pay off debt, college education, inheritance to 

non-farm related children, retirement, and much more. Besides extra income, the sale of development 

rights allows the land to be assessed at a lower tax rate, decreasing property tax and inheritance taxes 

of the land. 

However, none of these programs are entirely permanent and may be designed to allow some way out 

by proving through stringent tests that keeping the land open for productive agriculture is no longer 

possible in that area. Then most programs allow landowners to buy back development rights. 

One fundamental concern with PDR programs is funding the program. The funds may come from private 

agencies like American Farmland Trust, state bond referendums, grants, donations, P.A. 116 lien fund, or 

an increase in other local funding sources. State funding for PDR programs is tending to emphasize 

county-wide programs, rather than community by community efforts. Accordingly, Berrien Township is 

actively involved in Berrien County efforts to establish a county-wide PDR program. 
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