
Weesaw Township  
Master Plan Update 2015 

 

Berrien County, Michigan 

 
Adopted by the Township Board on _____________________ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Weesaw Township Board 

Supervisor:  Sandra McKamey 

Clerk:  Wanda Green 

Treasurer:  Michelle Tackitt 

Trustee:  Jack Jones 

Trustee:  Gary Sommers 

 

Weesaw Township Planning Commission 

Chair, Michael Metz 

Calvin Gnodtke 

Wanda Green 

Roger Kugler 

Mary Ann Wittlieff 

 

Building/Zoning Administrator  

Robert Kaufman 

 

 



 

WEESAW TOWNSHIP  

MASTER PLAN UPDATE 2015 

 

TABLE OF CONTENTS  

 

I.  INTRODUCTION  ............................................................................................ 1 

Rationale for the Plan ............................................................................................................. 3 

Zoning and the Master Plan .................................................................................................... 3 

II.  COMMUNITY PROFILE  ............................................................................... 5 

Location .................................................................................................................................. 5 

Population ............................................................................................................................... 6 

Age Distribution ..................................................................................................................... 7 
Education ................................................................................................................................ 8 

Income .................................................................................................................................... 9 
Unemployment ..................................................................................................................... 10 

Employment and Industries .................................................................................................. 10 
Housing ................................................................................................................................. 12 
Existing Land Use/Land Cover ............................................................................................ 13 

Natural Features .................................................................................................................... 18 

III.  GOALS & POLICIES  ...................................................................................25 

Community Vision ............................................................................................................... 25 

Land Use and Township Character ...................................................................................... 25 

Public Services and Facilities ............................................................................................... 27 
Protecting the Environment .................................................................................................. 28 

Transportation ....................................................................................................................... 29 

IV.  FUTURE LAND USE CLASSIFICATI ONS ..............................................30 

Agricultural Preservation ...................................................................................................... 30 
Rural-Agricultural Residential ............................................................................................. 31 

Low/Medium Density Residential ........................................................................................ 32 
High Density Residential ...................................................................................................... 33 
Commercial .......................................................................................................................... 33 
Industrial ............................................................................................................................... 34 
Public .................................................................................................................................... 34 

Natural Features Conservation Overlay ............................................................................... 35 

V. ZONING PLAN AND RECOMMENDATIONS  ........................................38 



 

Weesaw Township  

Master Plan Page 1 

I.  I NTRODUCTION   

     

Weesaw Township is primarily an agricultural community with residential homes in rural 

settings.  To maintain the quality of life and the essential rural character of the Township, a guide 

is needed to determine how growth decisions will be made that reflect residentsô desires 

regarding land use.  As growth pressure continues resulting in the conversion of productive 

farmland into other uses, a plan for orderly development is necessary.  The Master Plan serves as 

the land development policy guide reflecting community goals and philosophies in relation to the 

use of land. 

 

A Township Master Plan was adopted in 2000.  The planning 

process involved a Public Workshop held in April, 1999, and a 

Public Hearing in September, 1999 along with monthly Planning 

Commission meetings.   The issues identified during the process 

are reflected in the goals, policies, and direction for future land 

use.  In 2006, the Township began an update to the Master Plan 

and due to changes in the Planning Commission membership and 

other factors, the update was put on hold until 2009. The updated 

plan was reviewed and adopted according to the Michigan 

Planning Enabling Act, which became effective in 2008. After 

review of the Master Plan Update draft by the surrounding municipalities and the Berrien County 

Planning Commission as required by the Planning Act, the Township Planning Commission held 

a public hearing on December 28, 2009 and recommended approval of the Master Plan Update. 

The Township Board adopted the updated Master Plan on January 20, 2010.  

 

In the fall of 2014, another update to the Master Plan was determined to be needed by the 

Township.  The planning process included several meetings with the Township Planning 

Commission and Zoning Administrator and a Public Hearing on __________________.  The 

updated plan was adopted on __________________ according to the required process in the 

Michigan Planning Enabling Act, of 2008. 

 

Overall, the Weesaw Township Master Plan looks forward to a twenty year time horizon, from 

2015 to 2035. Accordingly, the elements of the Master Plan are not meant to be accomplished 

overnight, but rather serve as the guide to growth, providing direction for the development 

decisions that will confront the Township.  The Master Plan consists of several elements, 

including the Community Profile, Community Vision, Goals, 

Policies, Public Input, and Future Land Use.   

 

Ǐ The Community Profile provides background material on 

the Townshipôs population, and demographic make-up 

as well as a summary of the existing use of land. This 
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chapter was updated in 2014 to reflect newer demographic data and more information 

regarding natural features and agriculture was added.   

A Community Vision provides focus and identifies the key concerns that will be addressed by 

the Master Plan. This chapter was updated in 2015 to reflect new issues and conditions.
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Ǐ  

Ǐ Goals and Policies define how the Township will deal with those concerns and protect its 

community character.  

Ǐ The Future Land Use text describes what types of new development the Township believes 

would be most appropriate in the community, and suitable locations for such 

development. This text was updated in 2015 to reflect current conditions. 

Ǐ The Future Land Use Map is an illustration of the long-range land use pattern of the 

Township; and   

Ǐ Public input is an essential component to the Master Plan process; through a public 

workshop, key issues were identified and residentsô desires were formulated. These 

issues were reviewed as part of the 2015 Update and were found to be still relevant. 

 

When combined, all of these pieces fit together to create a picture of Weesaw Township twenty 

years from now.  

 

Rationale for  the Plan     
 

The basic rationale of the Master Plan is outlined in the Michigan Planning Enabling Act 

(Act 33 of 2008) and the related Michigan Zoning Enabling Act (Act 110 of 2006).  Knowing the 

purpose of the Master Plan is important for a number of reasons: 

 

Ǐ Provisions of the Plan must be based upon the Planning Act in order to pass careful scrutiny 

by a court of law; 

Ǐ The purposes of the Act outline the basic intent of the Master Plan, including the subjects of 

planning efforts; and 

Ǐ When formulating the Plan, it is important that the community understand the direction in 

which the Plan is heading, the purposes can provide the basis for future goals and 

objectives. 

 

The Planning Act specifically identifies the purpose of the Master Plan: ñto guide and 

accomplish (development that) considers the character of the planning jurisdiction and its 

suitability for particular uses, judged in terms of such factors as trends in land an population 

development...(will) best promote public health, safety, morals, order, convenience, prosperity 

and general welfare...(and to encourage the) use of resources in accordance with their character 

and adaptability.ò  These guidelines serve as the foundation for the intent and use of the Plan.   

 

Zoning and the Master Plan 
 

There are important distinctions between the Master Plan and Zoning Ordinance.  While the 

Master Plan is a guide for land use for the future; the Zoning Ordinance regulates the use of land 

in the present. The Master Plan is not a binding, legal document; the Zoning Ordinance is a law 

that must be followed by the Township and its residents. 
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Implementation of the Master Plan is realized through the 

Zoning Ordinance. Local control of land use (with some 

exceptions, such as state and federal land uses) is an 

accepted legal principle. Land use regulation is controlled 

through the separation of land into various use areas, 

called zoning districts. The rules governing these districts 

are contained in the Zoning Ordinance.  Overall, the 

policies regarding land use are expressed through the 

Master Plan.  Therefore the plan should be reviewed to 

make certain that new development conforms to what was 

planned.  But as events unfold these plans must be 

changed to take unanticipated events into account. 

 

The Michigan Planning Enabling Act requires the Master Plan to contain a zoning plan that 

describes how the land use designations on the Future Land Use Map correspond to the zoning 

districts shown on the Zoning Map. A zoning plan is included in this plan at the end. This zoning 

plan is a guide for updating the Zoning Ordinance and Zoning Map to be consistent with the 

Future Land Use map and the recommendations of the updated Master Plan. 
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II.  COMMUNITY PROFILE  

 

Location 
 

Weesaw Township is located in southern Berrien County.  The Township contains two 

settlement areas called New Troy and Glendora and the Boyle Lake State Wildlife Area is in the 

northeast corner of the Township.  Outside of the settlement areas, the Township has large 

parcels.  The Galien River runs through the Township and an extensive drainage network drains 

the Township lands.   
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Population 
 

Most of Weesawôs residents live in a rural sparsely populated setting except for two small 

unincorporated villages within it, New Troy and Glendora, are centers of small population 

concentrations.  Weesaw Township reached its peak population around 1970 and experienced 

relatively steady growth until 1970.  According to the US Census, the Township had 1,936 

residents in 2010, which is a loss of 6% from 2000 to 2010 and a 17% loss from 1970 to 2010.  

Many of the surrounding townships experienced similar population losses over the same period.  

Only Bertrand and Buchanan Township witnessed a population increases.  Berrien County 

decreased population by 3.5% and the State of Michigan decreased by 0.2% during this period. 

 

 
 

 Population, Surrounding Communities, 1950-2010 

Community 1950 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000 2010 % change 2000-2010 

Weesaw Twp. 1,911 2,229 2,338 2,164 2,114 2,065 1,936 -6.3 % 

Baroda Twp. 1,558 1,877 2,102 2,666 2,731 2,880 2,801 -2.7 % 

Bertrand Twp. 1,342 1,969 2,256 2,369 2,228 2,380 2,657 11.6 % 

Buchanan Twp. 1,655 2,410 3,183 3,571 3,402 3,510 3,523  0.4 % 

Chikaming Twp. 1,041 1,473 1,814 1,833 1,679 3,678 3,100 -15.7 % 

Galien Twp. 1,380 1,685 1,671 1,786 1,591 1,611 1,452 -9.9 % 

Lake Twp. 1,432 2,016 2,146 2,212 2,487 3,148 2,972 -5.6 % 

New Buffalo Twp. 1,314 2,068 2,583 2,878 2,419 2,468 2,386 -3.3 % 

Oronoko Twp. 4,737 6,397 8,482 10,761 9,819 9,843 9,193 -6.6 % 

Three Oaks twp. 2,469 2,856 2,894 3,045 3,952 2,949 2,574  -12.7 % 
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Population projections for Weesaw Township from 2014-2019 prepared by the ESRI indicate 

that the population will increase at 0.10%.  Population projections for Berrien County from 

2014-2019 prepared by the ESRI indicate that the population will decrease by 0.18%. This 

compares to a 0.1% projected increase for the State of Michigan.   

 

It is important to note, however, that there are reasons to believe that these projections may be 

inaccurate, and that even the Census population numbers, indicating a lack of growth over the 

last several years may present a misleading picture of the community.  As it becomes clear from 

the housing statistics provided below, while a small population growth has been reported, the 

number of housing units in the Township may have slightly increased in recent years (see 

Housing Units by Year Built chart, page 9).  The primary reason for this is that Weesaw 

Township, like other communities in the area, particularly those located on the shores of Lake 

Michigan, have been attracting people who permanently reside in the Chicago metropolitan area.  

The scenic natural beauty and the 50 miles of shoreline in Berrien County make it an excellent 

retreat from the big city.  Thus, new homes are being built, but are primarily used seasonally, as 

second homes, and are not claimed as primary residences by their owners.  Thus, growth in the 

area may be occurring without it being officially recorded. 

 

Age Distribution 
 

In 2010, the median age of Weesaw Township residents was 45.7 years.  This is high compared 

to Berrien County at 41 years and the State at 38.9 years.  This is a significant increase from the 

median age in 2000 which was 38.9 years and 33.4 years in 1990 for the Township.   
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Education 
 

Educational attainment in Weesaw Township, as reported by the 2012 U.S. Census ACS, was not 

as high as in other parts of the County and the State.  This was especially true for the number of 

persons having a Bachelorôs degree or higher (only 10%  in the Township as compared to 24%  

in Berrien County and 25% in the State of Michigan). All of the townships surrounding Weesaw 

had higher percentages of college graduates, with some having unusually high levels of 

educational attainment, such as Oronoko Township with 51% and Chikaming Township with 

40% college graduates. 
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Income 
 

 The 2012 median household income in Weesaw Township was $48,711, as compared to 

$43,471 in Berrien County and $48,471 in the State of Michigan.  Townshipôs households had 

52% of the incomes under $50,000 a year and 5.6% earned less than $10,000 annually. 

 

The vast majority (76.7%) of households in the Township relied on wage and salary income.  

Self-employed workers constitute 11.4% of the workforce and government employees 11.1%.  

Twelve percent of the Townshipôs residents live under the poverty level and almost half of those 

are either children under 18 years of age or elderly people. 
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Unemployment 
 

Unemployment trends in Weesaw Township and Berrien County have been similar to each other 

during recent years with the Townshipôs unemployment rates being just slightly lower than those 

in the County.  The 2012 unemployment rate for Weesaw Township was 7.4% in 2012 and for 

the County it was 9%.  Both, however, are less than the 2012 unemployment rate for the State of 

Michigan, 9.1%.  In 2014 Berrien Countyôs unemployment rate was 8.1% while the State of 

Michiganôs rate dropped to 7.1%.   Data for 2014was not yet available for Weesaw Township. 

 

Unemployment Rate 
Year Weesaw Township   

(Margin of Error +/ -)*  

Berrien County **  State of Michigan** 

2014 Not available 8.10% 7.10% 

2012 7.40% (+/- 2.70) 9% 9.1% 

2009 6.60% (+/- 3.10) 12.40% 14.1% 

*U.S. Census Bureau American Community Survey 5 year estimates  

**Bureau of Labor Statistics 

 

Employment and Industries 
 

In 2012, the Townshipôs labor force included 988 persons. The largest occupation for Weesaw 

Township residents was production, transportation and material moving occupations (28%) 

followed by management, business, science and arts at 23%.      
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For employment in Weesaw Township, 26% are in manufacturing according to the US Census 

2012 American Community Survey.  At the time of the 2000 U.S. Census less than a third (28%) 

of the Townshipôs labor force was employed in the manufacturing sector compared to 38% in 

1990.  The second leading occupation in the township is construction at 13%.   

 

 
 

Vickers Engineering is one of largest employer located in Weesaw Township.  With the large 

proportion of Township residents employed in the manufacturing sector and the relatively high 

mean travel time to work (26.3 minutes), one may conclude that many of the Townshipôs 

residents are commuting outside the Township.  Some of the largest employers in the Berrien 

County are located in the cities of St. Joseph and Benton Harbor.  These include Whirlpool 

Corporation, Leco Corporation, Modineer Company, Lake Michigan College, Lakeland Regional 

Health Systems and Berrien County Government.  Other area large employers include Four 

Winds Casino in New Buffalo and Indiana Michigan Power in Bridgman.   
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Housing 
 

As of 2010, there were 951 housing units in Weesaw Township.  This represented only 1.5% of 

the total housing stock in Berrien County and is consistent with population data (the population 

of the Township amounted to 1.2% of the Countyôs population).  A large majority, 85.6%, of the 

housing units in the Township were owner-occupied, as compared to 71.5% in the County.  

Rural areas generally tend to have higher owner-occupancy rates, while rental units are usually 

more prevalent in urban areas.  In addition, the Township does not have the Lake Michigan 

shoreline which attracts more seasonal residents.  According to the 2010 US Census, 16% of the 

housing units in Weesaw Township were vacant.  However, almost half of those were, in fact, 

used as seasonal or recreational dwellings.  The vacancy rate in Berrien County in 2010 was 

slightly higher at 18% with half of those units being used for recreational or seasonal purposes.  

The State of Michigan vacancy rate in 2010 was 14% with 5.8% of those being use for 

recreational or seasonal purposes 

 

Housing in Weesaw Township is older than in most of the surrounding communities.  As of 

2010, over half of the housing stock was built before 1960.  Less than 25% of the housing stock 

was built after 1980, which is consistent with population trends.  The median year in which 

housing units were built was 1960.   

 

 
 

Housing in Weesaw Township is more affordable than in Berrien County and the State of 

Michigan.  The median housing value for owner-occupied housing units in the Township, as of 

2012 was $128,800 and in 2000, was $92,600. In 2012, this was $7,000 less than the Countyôs 

median of $135,100 and is almost the same as the State of Michigan median of $128,600.  
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Existing Land Use/Land Cover 
 

An updated 2010 land use/cover map and a 2013 cropland map provide a ñsnapshotò of existing 

land use conditions within the Township and are useful for identifying the issues that need to be 

addressed in the Plan.  According to the 2010 NOAA CCAP map, Weesaw Township has only 

2.3% of its land in low, medium or high density development.  The Township has over 70% of 

the land in agricultural use and 23% in natural land cover (forest, shrub, grassland, wetland and 

water).   As you can see from the map, most of the development is within New Troy and 

Glendora and also scattered along the rural roads.   

 

Land Use/Land Cover ACRES PERCENT 

Developed, High & Medium Density 33 0.1% 

Developed , Low Density  505 2.2% 

Developed Open Space 58 0.3% 

Cultivated Crops 16,916 74.3% 

Forest/Shrub/Grassland 3,222 14.2% 

Wetland  1,959 8.6% 

Water 82 0.4% 

TOTAL  22,779 100.1% 

 
According to the 2013 Cropland Map, over 16,000 acres of the Township is in agricultural 

production.  Most of the agricultural land in the Township is in corn at 42%, followed by 

soybeans at 34% and pasture/hay at 14%.  The Townshipôs agriculture is diverse with grapes, 

orchards/nurseries and some vegetables. 

   

Agricultural Lands  Acres Percent 

Corn 7,057 42.5% 

Grains 204 1.2% 

Grape 831 5.0% 

Orchards/Nurseries 444 2.7% 

Pasture/Hay 2,368 14.3% 

Soybean 5,688 34.2% 

Vegetables 21 0.1% 

Total 16,614 100.0% 
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