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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION AND EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

This is the Master Plan to be adopted by Pierson Township.  The preparation and adoption of this Plan is 

responsive to significant changes occurring within the Township. This Master Plan has been adopted by 

the Pierson Township Planning Commission under authority granted in the Township Planning Act, Act 

168 of 1959, as amended. 

 

PLANNING CONTEXT 

Defining the Master Plan 

Changes occur in every community whether or not planning occurs.  The Master Plan for Pierson 

Township sets forth a rational means of guiding what goes where and when.  More specifically, this plan 

presents extensive data regarding the Township.  Using this data and views of Township officials and 

residents, planning recommendations are set forth as a guide to future decision-making. 

The Master Plan includes a set of policies and planning recommendations to guide future change in 

Pierson Township.  Implementing this plan can achieve the following: 

 Protections of property values by providing proper land use locations and mix. 

 Advance public health, safety and general welfare. 

 Prevent “urban” problems by way of properly timed, orderly growth and change. 

 Proper allocation of public funds to areas of greatest need. 

 Presentation of valuable natural environments and wise use of resources. 

 Maintaining a good quality of life for ourselves and our children. 

 

Following adoption, the Master Plan is the official guide for future development decisions, both public 

and private. 

How to Use the Master Plan 

The Master Plan is the foundation for all private land use decisions and public investments.  The 

Township Planning Commission, Board of Trustees, all other governmental agencies, residents and 

business people should refer to the Plan prior to proposing and/or making decisions regarding physical 

development of public improvements within Pierson Township. 

 

How Does the Master Plan Affect Me? 

Every landowner has aspirations of using the land for specific use.  The Master Plan, while a policy 

document and not regulatory, does set forth a detailed future land use scheme for Pierson Township.  As 

such, the Plan does determine future land use likely for every land owners’ parcel.  Anyone intending to 

acquire land, home or business within Pierson Township should review this Plan in terms of what use(s) 

are planned for the site and neighborhood.  
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The Master Plan does act to limit land owner use options. For example, areas planned to continue as 

agriculture will not support manufacturing, nor would a commercial repair facility be located in an area 

planned for residential use.  For this reason, landowners are indeed affected. 

 

How Was the Master Plan Prepared? 

The Pierson Township Planning Commission and its planning consultants collected extensive data 

concerning the Township, much of which is reviewed in this Plan.  Once this information was analyzed 

and trends identified, the Planning Commission held a well advertised public workshop at which ideas, 

goals, problems and opportunities were presented to and received from residents. 

Alternative concepts were prepared concerning future physical development in Pierson Township.  The 

Planning Commission discussed and evaluated alternatives at several public meetings.  A final draft 

Master Plan was prepared representing a consensus opinion.  Following public hearing on November 21, 

2019, the Master Plan was adopted by the Pierson Township Planning Commission, and recommended 

for adoption by the Township Board.            

 

Regional Factors 

Pierson Township is located a convenient 30 mile-drive north of the Grand Rapids Metropolitan area.  

This factor has spurred housing development west of US-131 in the Township’s “lakes district”.  This 

single factor will drive development pressure for new housing, especially in the picturesque western half 

of the Township.  

Montcalm County’s agricultural business economy is significant both in terms of local employment and 

value of agricultural output.  The areas of Pierson Township west of US-131 and in the northwest portion 

of the Township are very important to the County’s agriculture. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY OF THE MASTER PLAN 

To help the reader in the review of this document, the following excerpts from the Master Plan provide a 

brief summary of the major proposals in the Plan. Please refer to the text of the Plan proposals (Chapter 

IX) and the Implementation Strategy (Chapter X) for the details content of the Master Plan. 

 

Background Information 

Initially, the Master Plan described existing conditions in the Township, Providing chapters on 

geographic and Historical Background, Community Character, Community Facilities and Transportation, 

Natural Features and Existing Land Use.  This analysis pointed out some basic and important 

information: 

 For the most part, the character of the Township west of US-131 is significantly different than the 

land area east of the Freeway.  More specifically, the land east of US-131 is characterized by 

relatively level land, rural in character, limited tree cover, and agriculturally oriented as to land 

use. 

 In contrast, the land west of the freeway is characterized as more residential in character, many 

lakes, much higher ground and heavily wooded.  It is little wonder that most the residential 

development has occurred in the lake areas of the Township. 

 The Township has continued to grow in population during the 80’s from 1,701 to 2,177 in 1990, 

to 3,247 in 2017, or an increase of 49.2 percent.  The median age is increasing while the persons 

per household decreased slightly.  

 Approximately 27% percent of the housing units are seasonal, a decrease of 4 percent since 1990.   

 

Goals and Objectives 

A set of goals and objectives were developed to form the framework by which the Plan proposals were 

developed.  Assisted by citizen input through public workshops, the Planning Commission formulated the 

following goals: (See details of the text for the related objectives following each goal) 

 Develop an appropriate land use policy which is oriented to preserving those important assets 

expressed by residents. 

 Develop public safety services, as needed. 

 Develop a future Parks and Recreation Program for the Township. 

 Develop a program to assure surface and groundwater quality. 

 Develop a vehicular transportation system to assure safety, efficiency and ease of maintenance. 

 Preserve and enhance those open water and wet land areas as wildlife habitat and recreation areas 

in relation to County and State laws. 

 Develop commercial areas at appropriate locations to enhance land use compatibility rather than 

conflict with other uses. 

 Protect waterfront areas from intense development. 

 Protect the prime farmland in the Township from urban encroachment. 
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The Master Plan Elements 

The following listing outlines the major proposals in the Master Plan.  This section is followed by perhaps 

the most important Chapter of the Plan – Implementation Strategies. 

 Develop general residential density limits to guide future zoning decisions. 

 Initiate cluster housing development to preserve open space, wildlife habitat and recreation 

opportunities.  

 Establish low density residential development as the primary residential density in the Township. 

 Develop minimum standards for single mobile homes on single family lots in the Township. 

 Review and change as necessary, setback standards from waterfront areas, lot coverage, sewer 

hookup requirements, multiple access to waterfront areas for residential uses, storage policies 

along waterfronts, etc. 

 Consider corridor planning to prevent future traffic and land use problems from occurring, 

particularly for existing and future commercial areas. 

 Continue the monitoring program at the Sanitary Landfill to assure safe ground water.   

 Investigate the feasibility of sanitary sewer extensions from the Village of Sand Lake, Big 

Whitefish Lake and Little Whitefish Lake Sewer, Village of Pierson or Village of Howard City to 

areas of the Township. 

 Develop recreational facilities to serve Township residents, as well as linear trails. 

 Develop a parks and recreation plan to determine more specific recreation needs in the Township. 

 Amend/rewrite the Zoning Ordinance and Map to provide regulations more in keeping with the 

recommendations of the Master Plan. 

 Develop a regular communications procedure to keep residents as well as the press informed 

concerning activities in the Township. 

 Develop a Capital Improvements Program. 

 Develop a plan for an Industrial Park Area. 

 Assess and improve where needed, a program of Public Safety protection in the Township, 

including Law Enforcement, EMS and Fire protection. 

 Implement a Public Safety program for residents through general information. 

 Recommended changes in the Zoning Ordinance including but not limited to the following: site 

plan review, special use permits, planned unit development, specifics on the operation of the 

Board of Appeals; parking and loading regulations, signs, definitions and general organization of 

the Zoning Ordinance. 

 

Implementation Strategies 

Perhaps the most important section of the Pierson Township Master Plan is a description of the proposals 

accompanied by important implementation considerations such as priorities, general time frame, the need 

for zoning changes, the need for inclusion of the proposal in a capital improvements program, and finally, 

identification of those responsible for implementation.  This last chapter should be reviewed thoroughly 

to understand the importance of the Master Plan document. 
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CHAPTER II 

THE GEOGRAPHIC AND HISTORIC BACKGROUND OF PIERSON TOWNSHIP 

In order to understand Pierson Township as it is today and attempt to project how it will be in the future, 

it is necessary to consider its geographic setting and factors influencing its development over time. 

 

The Geographic Setting 

Highway US-131 divides Pierson Township into distinct halves.  The Township’s west half is a diverse 

terrain of lakes, woodlands, wetlands and steep slopes.  The lake areas (Big Whitefish, Little Whitefish, 

Bass Lake, Sand Lake and other small lakes) are a result of glacial and fluvial deposition from the great 

ice age.  The land rises 40 to 60 feet east and west of the lakes.  The Cannonsville Road interchange at 

elevation 977 is the highest point in the Township.  The lakes provide a variety of recreational uses and, 

where practicable, the shorelines have developed into permanent and seasonal residential dwellings. 

Lowlands adjacent to the lakes are poorly drained wetlands and unsuitable for traditional agriculture or 

any type of development. Following clearing by early settlers, some areas of poorer soils have reverted to 

scrub second growth timber.  

 

In contrast, the east portion of the Township is predominately farmland, the noticeable exception being 

the large wetland historically called Bear Swamp and the wetland areas near Long, Crooked, and Round 

Lakes. Overall, land east of US-131 is mostly level and suitable for agriculture.  A network of well 

defined County drains aids farming activity. 

 

Climatic conditions in the Township are provided below as reported by the weather station in Greenville: 

January Average Minimum: 14◦ F/-10◦ C  Average Maximum 29◦ F/-2◦ C 

July Average Minimum: 58◦ F/14◦ C  Average Maximum 84◦ F/29◦ C 

Growing Season:  140 Days 

Days below 0◦ F or -18◦ C: 0  Average Annual Rainfall: 37in. /84 cm. 

Days above 90◦ F or 32◦ C: 2.4  Average Annual Snowfall: 64in. /140 cm. 
Source: National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration National Weather Service, 2019 

 

Pierson is located approximately thirty miles north of the Grand Rapids metropolitan area.  This 

relationship has contributed to the steady rate of growth (approximately 30% per decade) the Township 

has experienced in the past thirty years.  Pierson is approximately 160 miles from Detroit, 190 miles from 

Chicago and 260 miles from Indianapolis.  US-131 provides a convenient, direct route to Pierson 

Township with Big Whitefish Lake just west of the Exit 114 interchange.  The lakes, the wooded areas, 

and the rolling terrain all account for the attractiveness of the area. 

Considering its geographic relationship to Grand Rapids and continued population growth, the Township 

must consider how it can best control the economic and social forces that emanate from Kent County and 

the associated impact on natural features and the quality of life that attract people there.  
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Historical Background 

The following text is from The History of Montcalm County written in 1916 by John Dasef.  The text is 

presented as originally written.  This maintains the flavor of the author’s writing style which, in itself, 

provides a glimpse of Township character at the turn of the century. 

“Pierson was the eleventh township formed in the county and is situated in the northwestern part, in that 

section which originally, when the county was first organized, consisted of townships 11 and 12 north, 

ranges 9 and 10 west.  This territory later was divided and formed the townships of Reynolds, Winfield 

and Maple Valley, thus reducing Pierson to its present limits.  Pierson was officially organized on 

February 17, 1857, but the original petition for the erection of this township has been misplaced and the 

names of the original signers cannot be given.  It is also noteworthy that there is no record made on the 

minutes of the board of supervisors for the erection of this township.  The last minutes for this board are 

dated on January 7, 1857, and the next meeting is dated October 11, 1858, thus skipping the meeting 

which organized this township.  As reduced to its present limits it is bounded on the north by Reynolds, 

on the east by Maple Valley, on the south by Kent County and on the west by Newaygo County.  It was 

named after the family name of Martin Pierson, as several members of that family were its first settlers.   

The best farming lands in this township are situated in the southern and northeastern part.  In the eastern 

part is a low and wet portion of land, covering the greater part of a number of sections and extending 

northwest towards Wood Lake, which is situated in section 15.  This lower land is usually known as Bear 

Swamp, and takes its name, presumably, from a large bear which had its retreat there and is supposed to 

have escaped the hunters for a number of years – but this is more or less traditional.  The western part of 

the township contains a system of lakes which are drained by a branch of the Tamarack River. 

EARLY SETTLEMENTS 

In the year 1852 Stephen R. Pierson settled in the township of North Plains, Ionia County.  He was a 

native of Ontario County, New York. Two years later, influenced by favorable reports from him and a 

gentleman from Cortland, Michigan, two other brothers, David and Orson Pierson, and their father, 

started from New York with a team of horses, by which they journeyed to Buffalo, where they took 

passage to Detroit, Michigan. Upon reaching that place they again had recourse to their team, and drove 

through to the home of this brother in Ionia County.  As government or State lands were the object of 

their visit, they came to town 11 north, range 10 west, and entered one hundred and sixty acres on section 

27 and 28.  Although other tracts were soon entered, it is thought to have been the first entry made in the 

township.  They built a cabin, twenty by twenty-two feet in dimensions, one story high, with a roof 

sloping one way, the ceiling being so low as to allow a man scarce room to stand erect in.  This cabin 

stood on the farm of Orson Pierson, and was the first built in this township. 

On the 14th of December, 1854, George M. Pierson, having sent on some household goods, with a wife 

and four small children, left his home in New York and set out on his journey to join the settlement 

commenced by his brothers in Michigan.  Kalamazoo was at that time the nearest railroad station.  They, 

therefore, took the stage at that place, and Grand Rapids being the end of the line, made the rest of the 

journey in a lumber wagon. The cabin of his brother, being the only one in the township, was already 
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filled to overflowing. The new party increased the company to eighteen. A wagon box served as one bed, 

while those not so fortunate were stowed away as best they could be. The different families, however, 

soon built cabins on the land which they at once secured. 

In the latter part of January, 1855, Milford Pierson was born, being the first white child born in Pierson 

Township. George M. Pierson built the next cabin in the township.  Having no team, the work of clearing, 

which he soon began, was necessarily slow and difficult.  In addition, he was compelled to spend much of 

his time away from home in order to procure the necessaries of life.  When he moved into his cabin it had 

neither door nor window – blankets, hung before the openings, serving for this purpose.  The snow lay 

several feet deep.  On the 6th of March, Charles M. Pierson was born, being the second child in the 

township. 

During the first winter, George M. Pierson made shingles, which he hauled to Rockford and sold for ten 

shillings per thousand, and at the same time paid five dollars per hundred weight for flour; but the woods 

abounded in game, deer especially being abundant, and from this source supplies were secured.  

Round Lake, also, on the southeast quarter of section 33, as well as the larger bodies of water more 

remote from the settlement, abounded in schools of fish, which, with little trouble, could be secured at all 

times.  George M. Pierson during the greater part of the time for five years was absent, except during 

Sunday, his work being about sixteen miles distant.  He carried home on each successive Saturday night 

provisions for his family the week following.  He dug up the ground with a mattock, and on that ground 

raised one hundred bushels of corn and sixty bushels of potatoes.  The first year a large bear carried off a 

hog to the woods and devoured it while Mr. Pierson was absent from home.  Six others were lost in the 

same way. 

At the time of settlements the nearest trading post was Rockford.  Mrs. G. M. Pierson resided in the 

township eight years before visiting a dry-goods store. Her sister, Polly Malvina Peck, who came to the 

township with her and lived here during the first years of its settlement, moved to the south part of the 

State. Their father, Thomas Peck, came to Pierson some years later and settled on section 27, and there he 

resided until his death. The first death in Pierson was that of a young man named Fish, who was 

accidentally shot by Hardy Cram.  He was interred in the farm owned by George Pratt, from which he 

was removed to the cemetery at a later day. 

The first wedding in Pierson was in 1856, when Isaiah Alley and Naomi Barker were married. Squire 

Punches, of Nelson, officiated.  Dr. Daniel Shook was the first resident physician. He was born in 

Dutchess County, New York, and after practicing in his native county and Canada, settled in the north 

part of Pierson in the year 1862. He moved to Coral in 1877. 

Caleb Rice was one of the first settlers in the north part of Pierson. He was born in New York, whence he 

came to this township in the fall of 1855.  His father, Amos L. Rice, entered the southwest quarter of 

section 12, in February 1856. Rufus Reed entered the west half of the southeast quarter of section 2. Soon 

after Mr. Rice had built his cabin his son-in-law, G. M. Pratt, came to the township. He chose a location 

on section 5 and commenced to erect a mill, which he subsequently sold to Harvey Porter, who completed 

it some years later.  It was the first grist-mill in Pierson Township. 
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VILLAGE OF PIERSON 

The village of Pierson is located on land entered by David S. Pierson and Dexter Clark, who were for 

many years residents of the township.  When the Grand Rapids & Indiana railroad was completed through 

Pierson, this village and another in the north part of the township were laid out.  Neither attained any 

special importance or size. 

O.H. Richmond opened the first store in Pierson, in 1867.  The building which he erected stood on the 

southwest corner of the northwest quarter of section 27.  This building was destroyed by fire. 

In 1868, C.O. Taylor built a hotel, usually known as the Taylor Hose.  Some years later he built an 

addition and then sold it to Otis Buck. 

Dr. H.F. Kilborn was a native of Canada, and came to Pierson in 1869.  He was the first physician in the 

village, but remained only a short time, when he removed to New York. Drs. D. Everett, H.D. Holden and 

Col. D. Johnson followed.  The Pierson hotel was built by Richard Gage. In 1870 McConnell & Sons, of 

Elkhart County, Indiana, built a saw-mill at this place.  It turned out, on an average, three millions of feet 

per year.  In 1877 this firm erected the Empire Flouring Mills, of Pierson, at a cost of ten thousand 

dollars. It had a capacity of seventy-five barrels of flour. 

Pierson was platted and laid out on October 18, 1870, for David S. Pierson, John L. Shaw and Dexter 

Clark, proprietors, by William Thorton, surveyor.  This was the largest lumber center in Pierson 

Township, but of the history of the town from the time it was platted up to the present is merely a 

restatement of the history of any lumber town or camp during the time when the lumber industry was at 

its zenith.  This was a prosperous village, but when this business was exhausted the prosperity of Pierson 

waned.  At present Pierson is a small village.  It is a station on the Grand Rapids & Indiana railroad and 

the business interests of the town consist of three stores and two elevators.  It is a small trading point 

where the people in the south part of the township can do their trading, although it is too close to Howard 

City to draw very extensively.  At present it has a population of seventy-five. 

OTHER VILLAGES 

Pierson Township bears the honor, if that it might be called, of having the largest number of towns within 

its territory.  In all there have been five towns platted and laid out in this township, namely:  Pierson, 

Maple Hill, Sand Lake, Wood Lake, and Whitefish Lake.   

Maple Hill, which lies in the southwest corner of section 2, was platted on October 22, 1870, for Caleb B. 

and William Price, proprietors, by Edward H. Jones, surveyor.  This was the location of a saw-mill, which 

did a lucrative business for many years, but as far as the village goes, it never attained a great size.  A 

store was kept for the accommodations of the employees of the mill and this had a fairly good trade at that 

time.  There is one store located in Maple Hill now, but the major percentage of the business in this part 

of the township is carried on in Howard City. 
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Wood Lake lies to the south of Maple Hill, in the southeast corner of section 15, on the lake which bears 

the same name. This town, or village, was platted on March 21, 1870, for Henry M. Carpenter, Proprietor, 

by Edward H. Jones, surveyor.  Wood Lake, which is now called Hiram, never attained any great 

prominence in the township.  It now contains only an ice house for the storage of ice taken from Wood 

Lake.  There are only a few dwellings left, and it is served by the rural route from Howard City. 

Whitefish Lake, which is the largest resort in Montcalm County, was platted and recorded at two different 

times, namely: October 4, 1906, and August 14, 1907.  The former plat was made for James A. and Mary 

A. Skinner.  Both of these plats were surveyed and laid out by J. F. Daoust, surveyor.  Whitefish Lake 

resort lies on the east side of Whitefish Lake, in section 20, and two miles west of Pierson is the nearest 

railroad station.  During the summer, crowds of picnickers, camper, and persons desiring quiet and rest 

for a few weeks visit this resort.  

Sand Lake has its major portion in Kent County, although one plat has been made and recorded in this 

county, but this part of the town does not attain prominence enough to deserve a lengthy discourse.”  

Noticeable changes have occurred in Pierson Township since the preceding history was written in 1916.  

The automobile’s widespread popularity has led to new and improved roads and highways. Consequently, 

the trucking industry’s emergence has led to the decline of local railroads such as Grand Rapids and 

Indiana which no longer serves the Township.  US-131 is the primary route to Pierson Township and the 

convenience it provides to Pierson-Grand Rapids commuters has contributed to Pierson’s double digit 

growth since 1960. 

The Township’s lakes are still used for fishing, but as a recreational pursuit as opposed to a means of 

survival.  The lakes provide other recreational opportunities such as water skiing, swimming, sailing, and 

hunting.  The combination of lakes and convenient access from US-131 has encouraged seasonal and 

permanent residences in Pierson Township resulting in escalating land values. 

Wildlife and wildlife habitat have also adjusted to growth and change.  Although a large portion of the 

Township remains wooded, primarily in the western half, much of the eastern half has been cleared for 

agricultural purposes.  Deer, in particular, adjust well to rural residential development.  Typically rural 

residential development involves large lots (usually 5 acres or larger) which leaves significant amounts of 

existing tree cover untouched.  Deer utilize sparse wooded areas and tree lines for travel corridors, cover 

and a food source.  Row crops and vegetable gardens also provide deer with a food source.  With recent 

mild winters, deer populations have increased substantially. 
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CHAPTER III 

COMMUNITY CHARACTER 

Population 

Historic Trends 

Pierson Township has experienced steady population growth in the past 47 years (39% average rate of 

growth, 1970-2017). The transportation linkage provided by US-131, proximity to the Grand Rapids/Kent 

County job market, and the lakes and waterfront property has no doubt contributed to Pierson’s growth 

rate.  Pierson Township is the most easily accessed township (via US-131) in Montcalm County from the 

Grand Rapids area.  Therefore, people working in Kent County who prefer Pierson’s rural character can 

have both by utilizing the convenience provided by US-131. 

In contrast, the County growth rate peaked during the seventies and averaged % from 1970- 2017. Table 1 

shows the historic population of Pierson Township and Montcalm County. 

TABLE 1             

Historic Population                        

Pierson Township/Montcalm County 

Year 1980 1990 2010 2017 

Pierson Township Population 1,701 2,177 3,216 3,247 

Percent Change Previous 10  Years - +/-21.5 +/-6.8% +/-0.99% 

Montcalm County Population 47,555 53,059 61,266 63,550 

Percent Change Previous 10 Years  +/-10.4% +/-13.4% +/-3.6% 

Source: US Census, 2017 

 

Seasonal Population Variation 

The current population figure for Pierson Township (3,247) reflects those residents who were either 

residing in the Township on April 1, 2017 (census day), or those seasonal people who list Pierson 

Township as their primary place of residence.  Seasonal residents are either “snowbirds”, residents who 

spend the winter months in a warmer climate and summers in Michigan, or residents of Michigan or 

neighboring states who currently spend a limited amount of time in the Township. 

While the percentage of seasonal residents may not be a significant issue in most communities, the 

seasonal variation in Pierson’s population is large enough to be considered for the implications related to 

long range development planning.  The Census lists +/-27% of the housing in Pierson Township as 

seasonal (a reduction of +/-4% since 1990).  In 2017, the average persons per household in Pierson 

Township was approximately 1.9.  Thus, the peak summer seasonal population could increase by 876.69 

persons for a total population over 4,124. This aspect of the population, and its effects on the Township 

economy, will be discussed later in this report. 
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Population by Age 

One important aspect of population is a comparison of age groups. Table 2 illustrates the 2017 age 

distribution of the Township population, compared to Montcalm County and the State of Michigan. Most 

notably, the Township has a lower percentage of its population in the >5, 5-17 and 25-44 age groups 

compared to the County and State.  The high percentage of school age children is significant as they will 

become the Township’s next generation of workers and parents.  The key variable in retaining future 

generations is the availability of jobs in Pierson and nearby communities. 

In the 18 to 24 year age category, Pierson is significantly lower than State and County percentages.  These 

young adults have either pursued higher education or entered the job market.  The closest colleges and 

universities are Alma College in Gratiot County, Central Michigan University in Mt. Pleasant, Ferris 

State University in Big Rapids, and Montcalm Community College in Sidney; all outside of the 

Township.  Regarding employment opportunities, careers in farming and agriculture are possibilities, but 

the Township has a very limited commercial/industrial base.  Montcalm and Kent Counties offer greater 

career choices and opportunities for young people wishing to live in the Township. 

In the 45 to 64 age categories the Township is below, but similar to, the County and State.  After age 65 

the percentage of Township residents falls significantly below State and County levels.  This may be due 

to southward migration, lack of suitable retirement housing options, the need for better nearby medical 

facilities, or a higher than average death rate. 

Population by Age Group, 2017 

Table 3 shows that the proportion of young people (% under 18) declined significantly during the 

seventies and stabilized in the eighties and the two thousands and further decline to 2017.  Meanwhile, the 

median age has increased, perhaps indicating that the Township has retained a sizable portion of its young 

people from the sixties to two thousand and seventeen.   

TABLE 2                    

Population by Age, 2017                        

Pierson Township/Pierson Village/Montcalm County 

 Township County State 

Age Percent Percent Percent 

5 & Under 6.0% +/-5.7% 5.7% 

5-19 17.4% +/-22.2%              21.7% 

20-24 6.8% N/A% N/A% 

25-44 19.8% N/A% N/A% 

45-54 15.6% N/A% N/A% 

55-59 8.9% N/A% N/A% 

60-64 10.0% N/A% N/A% 

65-84 13.4% 17.5% 17.2% 

85 & Over 2.1% Included in 65& over Included in 65 & over 

Total 100% 100% 100% 

Source: US Census, 2017 
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The Township’s increasing median age is consistent with trends seen throughout most of the United 

States.  This can be a cause for concern because of the resulting effects on the Township’s ability to 

provide community services for an aging population.  Table 2 indicates that the Pierson Township 

population on average is older overall than either Montcalm County or the State of Michigan. Pierson’s 

percentage of elderly persons (over age 65) is slightly more than the County and less than the State. 

There are many issues which can be identified from analyzing the age breakdown of population.  In 

Pierson Township, the following conclusions have resulted from this analysis: 

TABLE 3                                     

General Age Characteristics 

 Pierson Township  

1980 

Pierson Township  

1990 

Pierson Township 

2017 

Montcalm County 

2017 

State  

2017 

Median Age 27.5 30.7 45.0 40.5 39.6 

% under 18 +/-32.7% +/-33.6% +/-23.3% +/-23.0% 22.3% 

% over 65 +/-7.6% +/-8.8% +/-15.2% +/-15.0% 15.8% 
Source: US Census, 2017 

There are many issues which can be identified from analyzing the age breakdown of population.  In 

Pierson Township, the following conclusions have resulted from this analysis: 

 The strong percentage of young adults (age 25-44) and their children (age 0-17) suggests 

continued growth for the Township.  Whether the Township can cultivate and enhance its 

economic base will determine, to a large degree, if the Township will remain a bedroom 

community to Montcalm and Kent Counties. 

 The low proportion of the population between the ages of 18 and 25 is indicative of a local 

economy which is not diverse enough to accommodate new entrants into either the skilled or 

unskilled labor force. 

 The Pierson Township lake areas appear to be a desirable location for retirement, the percentage 

of residents age 65 and over has increased as have the County and State. Retirees are finding 

escalating real estate costs for lake homes affordable for year round or seasonal homes.  

Persons per Household 

Persons per household figures tell us much about the types of families residing in the Township.  If 

the persons per household number is high (i.e. over 2.8), it may be assumes that there are many 

families with children still living with parents.  If the number is low (i.e. less than 2.4), it may be 

concluded that many small households are present.  Small households are often associated with retires 

persons or families where children no longer reside at home.  This is also substantiated by Table 3 

above. 
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TABLE 4            

Persons per Household, 1980-2017  

 Pierson Township 

1980 

Pierson Township 

1990 

Pierson Township 

2017 

Montcalm County 

2017 

State 

2017 

Persons per 

Household  

3.1 3.0 1.9 2.56 2.49 

Source: US Census, 2017 

TABLE 5                   

Population by Race 

Community Total White Black Hispanic Origin Other 

Pierson Twp. 3,247 3,052 11 67 117 

Percent 100% 94.9% 0.3% 2.1% 2.7% 

County 63,550 58,212 1,589 2,288 1,461 

Percent 100% 91.6% 2.5% 3.6%        2.3% 

State 9,995,915 7,926,761 1,409,424 519,787 139,943 

Percent 100% 79.3% 14.1% 5.2% 1.4% 
Source: US Census, 2017 

Population by Race 

Pierson Township is a predominantly white community. Almost 95% of the Township, Village and 

91.6% of the County population is white compared to 79.3% for the State of Michigan.  A small 

percentage of Pierson Township residents are of other origins. 

Educational Levels 

High school education levels for Pierson Township residents are comparable to the County and State 

figures.  The percentage of college graduates for the Township and County is approximately one-half 

of the State rate. This is indicative of a local economy based on agricultural, commercial, and 

manufacturing which requires fewer college educated workers. 

TABLE 6                  

Educational Levels, 2017 

 Pierson Township Montcalm County Michigan 

Percentage of High School Graduates 85.6% 88.1% 90.3% 

Percentage of College Graduates 14.4% 45% 28% 
Source: US Census 2017 

Economic Profile 

Labor Market 

The labor market in Montcalm County has traditionally been tied to agricultural and manufacturing 

trades. Nearly 19.4% of the total 25,787 employed persons in the County work in manufacturing with 

large percentages also involved in retail trade (13.5%) and services (5.7%).  This overall employment 

profile depicts a base which has been severely hurt by recent turns in the State’s economy.  
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This directly affects the retail trade industry, as residents have less expendable income.  The service 

industry, while showing increases in employment, often provides low-paying, seasonal jobs which do 

not attract the young adults of Pierson.  

 

The number of farms in Montcalm County, as reported in the Montcalm County Community 

Analysis, has declined 0.16% between 2013 and 2017. The sheer number of farms have decreased, 

but the number of acres per farm have gone up substantially.  This data is consistent with statewide 

trends where the number of farms have decreased also.  

TABLE 7 – Top Employers in Montcalm County, 2019 

Top Employers 

(includes both full-time and part-time) Primary Industry 

Employees 

at site Billing City 

Spectrum Health United Memorial 

(Greenville, Lakeview, Belding) Healthcare 659 Greenville 

Carson City Correctional Facility Prison 500 Carson City 

Dicastal North America, Inc. Wheel Manufacturing 470 Greenville 

Carson City Hospital Healthcare 450 Carson City 

Federal-Mogul Corp (A Division of Tenneco) Wheel Bearings 430 Greenville 

Greenville Public Schools (264 full time) Education 418 Greenville 

Meijer Retail 342 Greenville 

Montcalm Community College (85 Full-time) Education 269 Sidney 

Walmart Supercenter Retail 259 Greenville 

Marvel Refrigeration Appliance Manufacturing 200 Greenville 

Tri County Schools Education 200 Howard City 

Quad Graphics Printing Solutions 199 Greenville 

Wolverine Worldwide Distribution Center Warehouse/Distribution 180 Howard City 

Clarion Technologies Plastic Injection Mold 166 Greenville 

Greenville Tool & Die Tool & Die Maker 160 Greenville 

 Total Employees 4,902  
Source: The Right Place/Montcalm Economic Alliance, September 2019 

Tables 7 and 8 present a detail of Principal Employers and Employment by Industry for Montcalm 

County. Although these numbers provide a profile of Montcalm County as a whole, they may not 

translate well to Pierson Township.  It must be emphasized that Pierson Township has 27% seasonal 

residents compared with 12.6% in the County.  This seasonal population is, most likely, not involved 

with the same local labor markets as the permanent residents. 

Pierson’s economy suffers from an inadequate local base.  Commercial and light industrial 

development should be encouraged as a means of increasing the tax base and providing year-round 

jobs, but somehow such change should be balanced by the need to preserve the environment that 

attracts people to Pierson in the first place. 

The US-131 interchanges provide possible locations for commercial and industrial development.  

These interchanges are centrally located, provides convenient access to potential development sites 

and are highly visible with good traffic volumes. 
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TABLE 8 – Employment by Industry in Montcalm County, 2018 

Employment (Number of Employees) 

 2018 

Total Employment 23,057 

  

Industry  

Farm 819 

Nonfarm 22,238 

      Construction 1,787 

      Manufacturing 5,466 

      Education                     1,763 

      Healthcare                    3,288 

      Transportation and Utilities 1,342 

      Entertainment 242 

      Wholesale Trade 726 

      Retail Trade 3,514 

      Financial/Insurance/Real Estate 754 

      Services 1,275 

      Government 1,175 
  

 

No figure given indicates confidential information or fewer than 10 employees. Pierson Township 

employers are likely to be included in this small employer category. 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau 

 

TABLE 8b - Top Employers in Manufacturing, 2019 

Top Employers/Mfg/warehouse/distributing Primary Industry 

Emp 

at site 

Billing 

City 

Dicast North America, Inc. Mfg-transportation   470 Greenville 

Federal-Mogul Corporation (A Division of Tenneco) Mfg-transportation   430 Greenville 

Marvel Refrigeration Mfg-Elect equip/Appliance  200 Greenville 

Quad Graphics Mfg-Printing & Related 199 Greenville 

Clarion Technologies-Greenville Mfg-Plastics & Rubber 166 Greenville 

Greenville Tool & Die Company Mfg-Machinery 160 Greenville 

Parker-Hannifin Corp. Lakeview Mfg-Primary Metal 149 Lakeview 

Mersen Mfg-Elect Equip/Appliance 116 Greenville 

Wright Plastic Products, LLC Mfg-Plastics & Rubber 108 Sheridan 

Aggressive Tooling, Inc. Mfg-Primary Metal 97 Greenville 

Keystone Automotive - Michigan Distribution Center Mfg-Primary Metal 85 Greenville 

West MI Compounding Mfg-Plastics & Rubber 80 Greenville 

Packaging Corp. of America Mfg-Paper 79 Edmore 

DME Milacron Mfg-Machinery 74 Greenville 

Stafford Printing, A Div. of MI Web Press Mfg-Printing & Related 70 Greenville 

 Total Employees 2,483  
Source: The Right Place/Montcalm Economic Alliance, September 2019 
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Per Capita Income 

Pierson Township’s per capita income is slightly lower in 2017 than Montcalm County’s, and both 

are lower than the State.  Pierson Township’s per capita income figure may benefit from resident’s 

who work in Kent County. 

Increases shown in per capita income 1990 to 2017 does not mean real incomes have doubled in the 

state. Income figures must be inflation-adjusted to show increase or decrease in purchasing power. 

In addition, when looking at the Pierson Township numbers, the Census is based on the year round 

population.  If per capita incomes for the seasonal residents were factored in, the Township’s income 

would most likely increase. 

TABLE 9                                

Per Capita Income: 1990-2017 

 Pierson Township Montcalm County Michigan 

1990 $10,661 $7,450 $7,688 

2017 $19,216 $21,509 $28,938 
Source: US Census, 2017         

Poverty Statistics 

In 2017, Pierson Township residents were more likely to be living below the poverty level, (17.5% of 

families are below poverty level in Pierson Township, as well as 17.5% in Montcalm County), and 

more likely than in the State as a whole (15.6% in 2017).  
 

TABLE 10                    

Household Income Distribution, 2017         

Pierson Township 

Range Less than 

$10,000 

$10,000-

$14,999 

$15,000-

$24,999 

$25,000-

$34,999 

$35,000-

$49,000 

$50,000-

$74,999 

$75,000 

Plus 

Percent* +/-6.0% +/-5.7% +/-12.5% +/-9.2% +/-18.9% +/-15.0% +/-32.6% 
Based on 1291 Households in the 49339 Zip code *                    

Source: CACI, The Sourcebook of Zip Code Demographics, 2017 

Percentage of Families with Income in 2017 below Poverty Level: 

Pierson Township: 17.5% 

Pierson Village:  11.8% 

Montcalm County: 17.5% 

State of Michigan: 15.6% 

 
 (Poverty statistics are calculated by the Census Bureau and are based on the average national income and cost of living figures.  Generally, 

the poverty level is assumed to include all of those households, individuals or families with incomes ten percent or more below the median 

income.  That is, if the median income is reported to be $12,060 for one person or $16,240 for a two person household, they would be 

identified as living in poverty.  For statistical purposes, the poverty thresholds are computed at the national level only. No attempts are made 

by the Census Bureau to adjust these figures for State, County or local variations. For this reason, the numbers presented in this report should 

be used only for comparison of State, County and township data.) 

The above information reflects only those persons who responded to the 2017 Census.  Almost +-27% of Pierson’s population is seasonal and 

may be included in the tabulation for other communities.  
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Housing Characteristics 

Value 

The housing supply in Pierson Township is generally of very high quality, with a mix of historic 

summer cottages and year-round homes in lake-oriented communities, farmsteads and new 

construction scattered throughout the Township.  Table 11 compares the 2017 median value of 

specified owner-occupied single-family homes in the Township with adjacent townships, the County 

and State. 

The median value in Pierson Township was substantially higher than the median value in Montcalm 

County, but lower than the State of Michigan.  This is due to waterfront homes in the Township and 

the higher values of waterfront property.  It may also be partly attributable to the growing desirability 

of the area as residence for persons working in Grand Rapids.  Comparison of the median value data 

for neighboring Townships supports the argument that land values and housing are strongly influenced 

by waterfront sites. 

Table 12 summarizes 2017 Census data concerning the value of specified owner-occupied homes in 

the Township, with percentage comparisons between Pierson Township, Montcalm County and the 

State overall.  The value of Pierson’s available housing falls between those for the County and State in 

all price ranges, with Pierson’s housing values more closely approaching the State.  In the County, 

15.1% of the housing stock is valued below $50,000 compared with 6.9% in the Township,* (+/- 9.0% 

excluding Residential Lake Property) and 14.2% Statewide. 

Source: Pierson Township Tax Roll 2019: Estimated values for all Lake Residential properties is 45% of the total Residential property in 

Pierson Township.  Pierson Township average home value, by the township 2019 tax roll, excluding lake property is $93,862 and an average 

home value for Pierson Village of $40,532. 

TABLE 11             

Median Value of Owner-Occupied Housing, 2017             

Pierson Township and Surrounding Communities 

Community Median Value 

Pierson Township *$131,900 

Maple Valley Township $99,100 

Reynolds Township $101700 

Winfield Township $123,900 

Montcalm County  $120,700 

State of Michigan $154,500 
Source: US Department of Commerce, Bureau of Census 2017 

Table 13 below indicates that almost 20% of the housing units are mobile homes compared to 14.9% 

in the County.  The Township’s high percentage of mobile homes causes the median housing value to 

decrease. However, even with this high percentage of mobile homes, the median value of Pierson’s 

housing units is still $11,200 higher than the County. 

In 2017, the average sale price of homes is slightly different than the median value as reported to the 

Census Bureau and shown in Table 11.  According to the Montcalm County Association of Realtors, 

the 2017 average selling price for homes in Montcalm County was $110,500. 
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Affordability 

When calculating the availability of affordable housing, it is generally accepted that the average selling 

price of housing should not exceed 2.5 times the median income.  Using this calculation, the minimum 

median household income for Montcalm County would be in the $44,651 range (i.e., the average 

selling price of homes in Montcalm County are $110,500 divided by 2.5). Table 10 above indicates 

that over 66.5 percent of households in Pierson have annual incomes above that figure. 

Pre-manufactured housing and multiple family units are examples of alternative low-cost, or 

affordable housing.  

TABLE 12               

Value of Specified Owner-occupied Housing Units, 2017     

Pierson Township, Montcalm County and Michigan 

Housing Value Pierson Township Montcalm County State of Michigan 

Less than $50,000 6.9% 15.1% 14.2% 

$50,000 – 99,999 17.8% 34.4% 21.5% 

$100,000 -149,999 38.1% 22.9% 19.0% 

$150,000 – 199,999 18.9% 13.5% 16.3% 

$200,000 – 299,999 11.6% 9.0% 15.9% 

More than $300,000 6.6% 5.1% 13.1% 
Source: US Census 2017 

While Pierson Township has a comparably high percentage of mobile homes, the availability of 

multiple family units in the Township is rather small at 1.7% in 2017. This trend may partially explain 

the increase in the percentage of the Township’s elderly residents (over age 65) compared to the 

County and State.  In other words, the limited availability of multi-family housing in Pierson forces its 

elderly to search elsewhere for suitable housing. 

From 2010-2017 the census provides the percentage of mobile homes in Pierson Township increased 

7.9%.  However, in Montcalm County the percentage of mobile homes increased 9.7% for the same 

period.    

Pierson Township is similar to the County and higher than the State in the percentage of single family 

housing units (Township 79%, County 77%, and State 71%). 

Seasonal Housing 

Pierson Township has a substantially higher rate of seasonal housing (27%) than either Montcalm 

County or the State of Michigan +-8.5%.  Furthermore, the proportion of the Township’s housing 

which is for seasonal use has decreased 4% since 1990. Although some buyers who have purchased 

seasonal homes in Pierson are new to the Township, it is also possible that Pierson retirees are finding 

a permanent residence. 

The decrease in seasonal housing signifies that Pierson has been “discovered” by persons looking for 

permanent homes in a natural, diverse and easily accessible area.  While these new buyers will most 

likely support policies which help maintain the Township’s natural character, land can only 

accommodate a limited amount of additional growth before its environment becomes permanently 

changed. 
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TABLE 13                       

Selected Housing Characteristics, 2017 

 Township Township County State 

Single Family 1,321 79% 77.3% 71.0% 

Multi-Family 17 1% 7.8% N/A 

Mobile Homes 335 20% 14.9% N/A 

Total Housing Units 1,673 100% 28,426 4,614,380 

Seasonal Housing Units 451 27% N/A 12.4% 
Source: US Census, 2017 

The further replacement of seasonal homes may depend significantly on the availability of waterfront 

lots and/or housing.  In many lake locations around Michigan a small cottage or group of cottages will 

be demolished and replaced by a larger, more expensive home. As this process continues, the 

availability of lake front property decreases and price becomes more expensive resulting in more 

exclusive use and control of natural lakes. When the Township’s lakefront sites are totally developed 

the percentage of seasonal housing may level off or at least grow at a much slower rate, as it would 

only increase by the sale of newly developed lands. 

The demand for retail services and employment can both be affected by a high percentage of seasonal 

housing impacting the cash flow of local retailers. The increase in seasonal homes may also impact 

tourism as increased private development of lake front property can generate pressures to reduce or 

eliminate public access to the Township’s lakes. 

Seasonal residents and housing has decreased by 6% during the eighties. The desirability of Pierson’s 

lake areas for seasonal living and recreation are slowly being turned into full time residences, this type 

of growth increases congestion on roads and lakes, and creates a demand for public and private 

facilities such as boat launches, docks and convenience shopping. 

Senior Housing 

Table 2 indicates Pierson has a lower percentage of residents over age 65 compared to the County and 

State.  The lack of suitable senior housing may explain why.  The nearest senior facilities are located 

in Sand Lake (Mildred Housing Apartments) and in Howard City. 

Building Permit Data 

Recent County building permit data indicates sustained growth in construction activity.  Overall 

construction in Pierson Township has been steady since 2017.  The County Building Inspector verified 

that much of the new construction in Pierson Township has occurred around Big and Little Whitefish 

Lakes, although construction activity throughout the Township has been strong. Table 14 summarizes 

Township building activity since 2017. 

TABLE 14                 

Construction Activity in Pierson Township, 2017-2019 

Year 2017 2018 2019 

Permits Issued* 52 35 32 
*Building permits issued for new construction including houses, mobile homes, decks, pole barns, farm buildings, etc. 



25 | P a g e  

 

Summary 

Pierson Township population has increases over 33% since 1990, Table 3 concludes that persons over 18 

and under 65 (includes the baby boomers) have greatly contributed to this growth.  Meanwhile the 

percentage of young adults (age 18-24) is lower than the County and State.  This is not unusual for non-

college communities, but whether these individuals will return to Pierson will depend somewhat on the 

availability of jobs either in Pierson or, more likely, jobs in Montcalm and Kent counties, and the 

preservation of the township’s rural character. 

Pierson’s traditional economic base is related to agriculture with farms located in the east half of the 

Township and the northwest corner.  County-wide, however, farm employment has declined.  This trend 

is most likely true in Pierson where a comparison of 1990-2017 Township plat maps reveals an increase 

in lot splits of agricultural land.  While a commercial center is emerging at the Cannonsville Road 

intersection, the Township lacks significant employment opportunities to attract and hold working adults.  

However, Montcalm and Kent County are employment centers within commuting distance and have 

contributed greatly to Pierson’s growth. 

Residents indicate they enjoy living in Pierson Township because of the relaxed, rural atmosphere, lack of 

crowding and congestion, the quality of the air and water and the opportunities for outdoor renewal and 

recreation.  Many residents drive 20-30 miles to work in order to maintain residence with the Township.   

Given its many assets and proximity to Grand Rapids/Kent County, continued growth seems likely.  This 

poses the challenge of protecting and maintaining the characteristics of the Township that make it an 

attractive place to live.  Decisions on how and where growth occurs must consider the natural and 

manmade assets that define the Township’s character.  In addition, Pierson’s young adults should have 

the opportunity to find employment in or nearby the Township if they choose.  Therefore policies to 

attract and create jobs should be instituted.  Policies that protect natural features and those that stimulate 

jobs can be complimentary, if careful consideration is given to future land use.  
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CHAPTER IV 

COMMUNITY FACILITIES AND TRANSPORTATION 

The 2014-2018 Montcalm County Recreation Plan separates the county into six park service districts.  

These districts were established based on two criteria:  the recommended facility service radius and the 

population to be served. Consideration was also given to population concentrations and transportation 

networks.  Establishing the park districts provides a way to organize, inventory and measure recreation 

deficiencies in the county.  The districts are also part of an operational strategy to attain the goal of one 

county park per district. 

 

Pierson Township is included in District One with Reynolds, Winfield and Maple Valley Townships. This 

plan includes the following classification system and standards for park land: 

 Neighborhood Parks – size range from 1 – 20 acres serving a population of 500 – 3,000. The 

acreage standard is 2 acres per 1,000 population. 

 Community Parks – size range from 21 – 100 acres serving a population of 3,000 – 8000.  The 

acreage standard for community parks is 8 acres for 1,000 population. 

 Regional Parks – larger than 1,000 acres.  The acreage standard is 20 acres per 1,000 population 

for total regional space, which also includes land owned by the State of Michigan and the federal 

government. 

 State Game Areas – Lands owned and managed by the State of Michigan for the primary 

purpose of providing public hunting and manage wildlife habitat.  Other recreational 

opportunities may be provided for snowmobiles, fishing and boat launches. 

 Natural Forests - in 1960, America’s National Forests were dedicated to multiple use, including 

outdoor recreation, range, timber, watershed, and fish management.  All land in the portion of the 

Manistee County is also open to hunting and snowmobiling. 
 



27 | P a g e  

 

The standards used to determine recreation facility deficiencies in Montcalm County are from the 

Michigan Department of Natural Resources current edition of Building Michigan’s Recreation Future. 

The inventory of recreation by district includes information on park type (either Neighborhood Park “N”, 

or community park “C”), park size in acres, and a summary listing the total number of parks and acreage 

by district.  Schools, because of their size and use, are included in the neighborhood type of park.  

TABLE 15  

Special Facilities in Montcalm County near Pierson Township 

Facility N- Neighborhood or C - Community 

Howard City Recreation Bowling Lanes C 

Whitefish Golf Course N 

Pilgrim Run Golf Course (Newaygo County) N 

Camp Thunderhawk N 

Winslow Park C 

Artman Park C 

Krampe Park N 

White Pine Trail C 

Pierson Village Park C 

Tri County Area Schools N 
Source: US Census, 2017 

A list of recreation opportunities in District One is listed in Table 15.  This table indicates District One 

has an adequate size and number of neighborhood recreation facilities, but an inadequate offering of 

community parks. With the Tri-County High School, nearby Artman and Krampe parks and the recreation 

opportunities the lakes offer, Pierson residents may not feel a strong need to promote additional recreation 

space with the Township.  This decision will depend somewhat on the diversity of recreation types 

currently provided and the availability of land at a reasonable cost.  

 

Transportation 

This section summarizes the existing traffic conditions and data, identifies current roadway improvement 

plans and outlines traffic-related guidelines that Pierson Township and Montcalm County should consider 

that will help maintain an efficient and safe roadway system in the future.  

Roadway Classification System 

As part of the planning process it is important to identify the function of the roadways that make up the 

roadway system within the township.  Identification of road classifications assists in the determination of 

appropriate land uses and zoning standards along the various routes.  Adherence to capacity and access 

management standards helps preserve the public investments in the system while also providing 

guidelines for prioritizing planned improvements. The function classifications of roadways within Pierson 

Township are briefly noted below.  
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Freeways – The function of this type of roadway is to facilitate the through movement to traffic on a 

regional basis between communities and other major activity centers.  Roadways of this type are designed 

to provide the highest level of mobility, usually traveling at speeds ranging from 55-75 mph.  Since 

mobility to through traffic is its primary function, access to the facility is limited and direct access to 

adjacent land uses is not provided.  US-131 is an example of this type of roadway.  

 County Primary Roads (Class A or B) – County primary roads are those which serve longer trips 

within urban areas or link adjacent population centers and major arteries.  County primaries are designed 

to accommodate moderate to large traffic volumes dependent upon their cross section and other design 

parameters. Speeds on these roadways are usually in the 35-55 mph range.  Access to adjacent 

development is usually provided although some constraints regarding design affect the extent of access.  

Primary roads are usually designated as either Class A (all weather or seasonal) or Class B (seasonal) 

roads.  Examples of county primary roads in Pierson Township include Kendaville Road (CR 530), 

Federal Road (CR 599), and Stanton Road (CR 522). 

 Local Roads – These roads collect and distribute traffic to and from higher classification roads.  

Traffic mobility is usually somewhat sacrificed through additional curb cuts to provide increased access 

to adjacent property.  These paved or gravel roadways generally have speed limits in the 35-55 range.  

Local roads are classified as in terms of their surface conditions. 

 Other Roads – The remainder of the roads in the township are either under the jurisdiction of a 

city and/or classified as subdivision streets or private roads. 

Traffic Volumes 

Daily traffic volumes data was obtained from the Montcalm County Road Commission (MCRC). The 

ADT (average daily traffic) volume on the county primary roads within the Township range from a high 

of 8,147 on Federal (at Kendaville), to 6,129 vehicles per day on Federal Road (CR 599) (at Stanton Road 

CR 522), 2,625 on Stanton Road (at Federal), and 1,818 on Kendaville (at Federal). 

The most recent traffic volume figures provided by the Michigan Department of Transportation (MDOT) 

indicate that US-131 carries approximately 50,000 vehicles on an average day. 

These 24-hour volumes provide a preliminary indication on how well a section of roadway is operating.  

Other data usually needed for analysis include horizontal and vertical alignments, mixture of vehicular 

types, and cross section (number of lanes).  On a medium scale type of planning analysis such as this 

township master plan, this information is used to help identify possible existing problem areas and to 

project future volumes given expected land use changes or development. Advance planning for the 

preservation of new or additional right-of-way can them be started. 

However, based upon a review of the existing volumes and the physical characteristics of most of the 

roads in the county (i.e., relatively flat grades), there are not any roadway sections that are operating at 

over-capacity conditions.  It is recognized though, that there may be short-term seasonal congestion 

problems that occur on weekends in or near the communities/lakes.  This congestion, however, likely isn’t 

severe enough or of a long term nature to warrant the expenditure of scarce funding dollars. 
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Accident History 

Discussion with both MCRC and MDOT staff indicates that no single location within the Township 

experiences a significant number of accidents.  The accidents that do occur do not indicate a pattern that 

could be rectified by improvements to the roadway system. 

Roadway Improvements 

Discussions were held with the Montcalm County Road Commission staff to identify current roadway 

improvement plans.  

The Road commission is responsible for the maintenance (grading, snowplowing, etc.) of all county roads 

and improvements (resurfacing, widening, etc.) on all county primary roads.  In addition to normal 

maintenance, the Road Commission coordinates with the township for projects.   

Recommendations: Access Management Guidelines 

Both the local government and road commission should give additional consideration to adopting and 

enforcing a set of driveway standards – especially for new commercial developments.  Several existing 

roadway segments and individual sites within the township have an overabundance of driveways with 

inadequate spacing and/or poor design.  This problem leads to inefficient operation of the adjacent 

roadway and can create unsafe driving conditions. Driveway standards address several aspects of 

driveway design including minimum spacing between driveways, minimum distances from driveways to 

the nearest intersection, the number of driveways allowed per site, and design parameters (radii, width, 

etc.) of the driveways. With an adopted set of standards, developers know ahead of time what is expected. 

These standards would supplement those outlines by the road commission and often call for required 

design that exceeds their standards.  It should be noted that through the site plan review process, the 

township (and communities with the township) can set their own standards and can require better design, 

even if a proposed drive meets the standards of the local road authority.  Local governments need to get 

more involved with access management to help maintain the safety and efficiency of the roads in their 

communities. 

Benefits provided by a fully developed access management program include: 

1. Increased safety; 

2. Improved roadway and driveway efficiency; 

3. Reduced congestion; 

4. Improved aesthetics; 

5. May reduce need for roadway expansion/improvements; and  

6. Are easily implemented. 

It may seem that Pierson Township does not need this type of standards at this time.  However, 

consideration should be given to developing driveway standards soon as they are much more easily 

maintained if they are adopted prior to development as opposed to trying to retrofit a poorly designed 

corridor. 
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Need for Corridor Planning 

Although not a problem today, the need for additional right-of-way (ROW) along county primaries will 

likely occur as the area develops. Current 66-foot ROW’s will not be able to adequately accommodate 

any facilities wider than three lanes.  Long term land use plans should take into account the need for 

additional ROW before a corridor becomes developed.  What can Montcalm County do to avoid repeating 

the problems of strip commercial development experienced elsewhere in Michigan?  One way is through 

corridor planning. 

Corridor planning is developing a Master Plan for roadway corridor. Such planning should include 

elements such as: 

 Existing and Future Land Use – Relating future land use to the capacity and right-of-way of the 

roadway, locating high traffic generators at areas where future roads or traffic signals can 

accommodate their traffic. 

 Reviewing existing traffic conditions and problems such as traffic volumes versus capacity or 

high accident locations. 

 Access management – techniques the local government and road authority can use to limit the 

number of driveways, space driveways and ensure a design which promotes safety and efficiency. 

 Aesthetics – Looking at zoning techniques to control setbacks for buildings and parking, 

requiring landscaping, controlling the number and placement of driveways, promoting lower level 

and a fewer number of signs. 

 Reviewing environmental factors which may constrain development or improvements to the 

corridor. 

 The Corridor Plan can often extend beyond a single community and can help resolve border 

issues where a corridor is the border line between two townships and a city and a township. 

Public Services 

Schools 
 

Pierson Township is served by Tri-County Schools, McNaughton Elementary and Sand Lake Elementary. 

Sand Lake Elementary serves the southern portion of the Township.  Only the Tri-County High School is 

located within the Township. 

 

Ambulance, Fire and Police Protection 
 

Township ambulance service is provided by Montcalm County Emergency Service which township 

taxpayers pay for on an annual basis.  Ambulance can be accessed through the 911 emergency system. 

The ambulance service is qualified to provide advance life support, which goes beyond first aid. 

 

Fire is split between two providers.  The northern two-thirds of the Township is served by the Howard 

City Fire Department which has an ISO rating of five, and the lower third by Sand Lake Fire Department 

with and ISO rating of five. Both of these fire departments are reported to be well equipped. 

Police protection is provided by the Michigan State Police and some road patrol from Montcalm County 

Sheriff’s office from Stanton.  
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Utilities 

The following private and public utility providers serve Pierson Township: 

Private Sanitary Sewer Big Whitefish Lake, 226 residents 

Private Sanitary Sewer Little Whitefish Lake, 153 residents 

Private Sanitary Sewer Village of Pierson, 65 

Water Private Wells 

Gas DTE (limited areas) 

Electricity Consumers Energy  

Electricity Great Lakes Energy 

Telephone At&t, Cassair, Charter/Spectrum 

Telephone Frontier, Sprint, Verizon, Vonage 

Cable Television & Internet Spectrum 

Internet At&t 

Internet Casair 

Internet Fontier 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER V 



32 | P a g e  

 

NATURAL FEATURES  

Natural features provide an essential element which both enhance and protect the quality of life in Pierson 

Township. Planners are constantly faced with decisions which require balancing the protection of natural 

features with the need for economic viability. The best approach to these situations may be compromise. 

By altering the site plan slightly, or by suggesting which trees most need to be spared, the planners can 

help both the applicant and the residents without impossible decisions for or against the environment. 

This section of the Plan is intended to identify those areas of the township which may contain natural 

features which may be sensitive to development. It will also explain why certain natural features are 

important and what constraints they may place on proposed projects. 

The Planning Commission may consider adopting policies related to decision making in environmentally 

sensitive areas. In some areas where the conditions are sensitive to a degree that any development may be 

detrimental, the township may want to consider conservation easements or other land protection 

strategies. At the end of this section, a brief overview of protection and conservation options available to 

local communities is included. 

Slope Analysis (Appendix A), Forested Lands (Appendix B) and Wetlands maps (Appendix C) depict 

environmentally sensitive areas in the township. 

Some of the general benefits of protecting and conserving natural features include: 

 Pure supplies of municipal water 

 Water supplies for homes not served by municipal systems 

 Wildlife habitat 

 Groundwater recharge and purification, flood control, pollution protection and the 

support of unique plant and animal life 

 Recreation opportunities that include hunting, fishing, snowmobiling, skiing, skating, 

swimming, sledding, hiking, nature study, photography and related pursuits 

 Aesthetics (views, serenity, rural nature, etc.) 

 Educational opportunities (natural history, biology, geology, ecology, etc.) 

 Economic opportunities in farming, forestry and tourism 

 

Environmentally sensitive natural features can either enhance or restrict development projects, depending 

on the type and severity of the feature. For example, a wooded hillside may provide a view which, 

initially, makes development seem very appealing. There may, however, be additional costs, both 

financial and environmental. Necessary erosion mitigation measures and hillside stabilization during and 

after construction can increase development costs dramatically. A community cost could be the 

destruction or disruption of a hillside view. 

The following description of natural features will help establish the character of the natural environment 

and set the basis for the analysis of suitable future land uses. The analysis will help evaluate the vacant 

land within the township, determine the potential constraints to development which the environment 

presents, and help determine ways in which these features can be integrated into future conservation and 

development proposals. 
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Topography 

Topography variation within Pierson Township ranges from 854 feet at Little Whitefish Lake to 977 feet 

above sea level at the Cannonsville Road/US-131 Intersection. The steepest slops are generally located in 

the northwest quarter of the Township and the perimeter of Big Whitefish Lake. The flattest areas occur 

primarily east of US-131. 

Resource Value 

Steep sloped and rolling hillsides, unlike groundwater, are not a renewable resource, nor do they have 

clearly defined public benefits like wetlands or woodlands. Topography is geological feature which exists 

in a balance with vegetation, precipitation and wind. The maintenance of this balance helps prevent non-

point source pollution of water resources while preserving a distinctive feature of the local landscape. 

Impacts on Development 

Elevational changes can often be restrictive to development unless severe site modifications are made to 

accommodate drainage, traffic circulation, erosion control and grading. Level or gently sloping sites are 

usually preferred for cropland, subdivisions, industrial sites and commercial buildings. Hilly sites are 

often preferred for less dense residential development and recreational land uses. 

Development in areas of steep slopes may result in higher construction costs since these slopes usually 

require grading or erosion control measures.  Rolling topography may also enhance development by 

increasing property values and serving as a buffer from nearby uses. For example, a project with a 

number of different, conflicting uses could be developed using topography as buffers between uses. By 

limiting hillside construction to the sides of slopes and to folds in the landscape, development will be less 

intrusive on the views and character of the area. Consideration should be given to the preservation of 

views, by restricting building height and controlling placement of structures. 

Surface Water 

Resource Value 

The Township’s surface waters contribute to a viable recreational economy, including fishing, boating, 

and swimming. Land fronting on water is in great demand for building sites. 

In addition to these aesthetic values, clean, protected surface waters are critical to human health and 

safety. Additional benefits provided by lakes and streams include: 

 Potential municipal water supply source 

 Irrigation supply 

 Drainage and flood control 

 Water purifying and groundwater recharge 

 Plant and wildlife habitat  

 

  33       
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Impacts on Development 

One of the greatest threats to surface water is non-point source pollution. Rather than occurring from one 

major source, like a sewage treatment plant or industrial use, non-point source pollution results from 

rainfall or snowmelt moving over and through the ground. As this runoff moves, it picks up and carries 

away natural and man-made pollutants, finally depositing them in lakes, rivers, wetlands, coastal waters 

and ground water.  In Michigan, the greatest causes of non-point source contamination are agricultural 

practices, lawn chemicals and soil erosion. 

 

Non-point source pollution can be mitigated through the modification of a variety of activities, especially 

those related to farming and land development. Since eroded land requires extra fertilizer and energy to 

be productive, this adds significantly to the non-point source problem which, over time, can degrade 

surface water. Soil erosion control measures and conscientious agricultural practices can do much to 

eliminate non-point source contamination. Other effective protection measures include the use of storm 

water retention, where possible, to promote filtration, and the reduction of hard surface areas to reduce 

rate and volume of run-off. 

 

Some of the major source of surface water contamination, especially non-point source, are presented in 

the following paragraphs along with brief descriptions of proper control measures: 

• Litter, pet wastes, leaves, and debris accumulate in open drains, street gutters and storm drains—

these normally drain directly to lakes, streams and rivers. 

• Lawn and garden chemicals need to be applied sparingly and according to directions. 

• Used oil, antifreeze, paints, and other household chemicals should be disposed of properly, not in 

storm sewers or sanitary sewers. 

• Spilled brake fluid, oil, grease, and antifreeze should not be hosed into the street where they can 

eventually reach local streams and lakes. 

• Soils prone to erosion may be controlled by planting ground cover and/or using other methods to 

stabilize the soils. 

 

Agriculture 

• Drinking water should be protected by using smaller quantities of pesticides and soil nutrients. 

• Soil erosion can be reduced by using conservation tillage. 

• Livestock grazing areas should not be located over groundwater recharge areas or in close proximity 

to rivers and streams. 

• Unused pesticides, containers, and disinfected tank rinse water should be disposed of in an approved 

manner. 

 

Poorly Drained Lands 

 

“Poorly drained lands” is the collective term which categorizes marshes, swamps, bogs and similar areas 

that are often found between open water and upland land. Although cumbersome, this term is preferable 

in this Master Plan to “wetland”, which has entered into the law and is a subject of controversy between 

conservationists and developers. 

 

Poorly drained lands within Pierson Township were identified by using USGS Topographic Maps, the 

Montcalm County Farm Service Agency, (FSA), and the Michigan Resource Information System 

(MIRIS), Division of the Department of Natural Resources. 
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In the past, poorly drained lands were often regarded as wastelands - sources of mosquitoes, flies, and 

unpleasant odors.  Most people felt that they were places to be avoided, or better yet, eliminated.  This 

negative view, combined with the demand for more developable land, has resulted in the destruction of 

some of the township’s poorly drained lands. These areas have been drained and converted to farmland, 

or filled for housing developments.  Similar practices continue throughout the State. Of the estimated 11 

million acres of wetlands that stood in Michigan 150 years ago, 3 million acres remain. Only one-fourth 

of the original 400,000 acres of coastal wetlands now remain along Michigan shores. Since there is little 

historical data on wetland identification, it is not possible to estimate the total loss of wetlands within 

Pierson Township. 

 

 

Resource Value 

 

Because they occur where the dry land meets the water, poorly drained lands play a critical role in the 

management of the township’s water-based resources. Acre for acre, wetlands produce more wildlife and 

plants than any other Michigan habitat type. Michigan boasts about 2,300 native plant species; 50 percent 

of these are wetland species and over 25 percent of the wetland species are threatened or endangered. 

 

Other benefits of poorly drained lands include the following: 

• Reduce flooding by adsorbing runoff from rain and letting snow and slowly releasing excess water 

into rivers and lakes. (A one-acre swamp, when flooded to a depth of one foot, contains 325,851 

gallons of water.) 

• Filter pollutants from surface runoff, trapping fertilizers, pesticides, sediments and other potential 

contaminants and helps to break them down into less harmful substances, improving water clarity 

and quality. 

• Help recharge groundwater supplies when connected to underground aquifers. 

• Contribute to natural nutrient and water cycles, and produce vital atmospheric gases, including 

oxygen. 

• Provide commercial and recreational value to the economy, by producing plants, game birds (duck, 

geese) and fur-bearing mammals. Survival of many varieties of fish are directly connected to poorly 

drained lands, requiring shallow water areas for breeding, feeding and escape from predators. 

• When poorly drained lands occur adjacent to the Great Lakes, inland lakes or streams, they serve as 

nutrient traps for the larger body of water. 

 
 

Impacts on Development 

In Michigan, the Goemaere - Anderson Wetland Protection Act (Act 203 of the Public Acts of 1979), 

which is now written in to1994 PA Act 451, as amended (NREPA), provides for the statewide 

preservation, management, protection and use of poorly drained lands of an area at least five acres in size 

or contiguous with the Great Lakes. The Act requires a permit from the Department of Natural Resources 

(DNR) for activities such as filling, dredging, and draining; provides a plan for the preservation, 

management, protection, and use of poorly drained lands; and provides for remedies and penalties. 

Also other possible contaminations of surface and or aquifer’s that may threaten the health, safety and 

welfare of Pierson Township residents. 
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Local efforts may also be undertaken to protect the remaining areas of this valuable resource due to the 

benefits poorly drained lands provide and in light of the requirements of P.A. 203 of 1979 (1994 PA Act 

451 as amended).  Pierson Township may choose to draft an ordinance which will protect local poorly 

drained lands which are not protected by the State. The Ordinance could 1) require site plan review and 

notification of appropriate State, local and federal agencies, 2) determine areas to be protected, and 3) 

provide reference information available from the Montcalm County Farm Service Agency, (FSA),U.S. 

Fish and Wildlife Division maps and the MDNR MIRIS inventory. 

 

The State wetland laws and local wetland zoning are the basis of a protection program for poorly drained 

lands. Development of poorly drained or boggy areas should be allowed if minimum lot size is increased 

beyond the standard for single family residential areas, so as to preserve the character of the area between 

buildings.  To be more effective, however, these regulations should be coordinated with non-regulatory 

techniques.  

 

Floodplains 

 

Floodplains are relatively flat stream valley floors which are periodically overrun by the stream at high 

water after heavy rainfall within the stream’s watershed area. In Pierson Township, floodplain areas are 

bordered by short, steep erosion slopes. Floodplains within Pierson Township have been determined by 

the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) and are located along streams and other wetland 

areas.  A 100-year floodplain is an area within which there is a one percent chance of a flood occurring 

within any year. FEMA identifies floodplains to determine eligibility for the National Flood Insurance 

Program. 

 

Resource Value 

Floodplain areas are protected because they serve as water recharge areas and natural water storage basins 

during periods of heavy rains or snow thaws. If this water were not collected in this way, the likelihood of 

water damage to homes and businesses would increase greatly. 

 

Impacts on Development  

Development in the 100-year floodplain is regulated by the State and in communities which participate in 

the Federal Flood Insurance Program, by local regulations. Development in the floodplain must be 

designed to not impede flood waters and increase the risk of flood damage upstream.  Habitable structures 

must have the lowest floor level located above flood height. 

 

 

Woodlands 
 

While regulations have been developed to protect certain critical environmental areas, woodlands have 

been relatively ignored, even though their benefits to the public as buffers and moderators of flooding, 

erosion, and noise and air pollution are important to the township’s quality of life. 
 
 

Resource Value 

Historically Michigan’s great woodlands provided an economic boon.  Today, Pierson’s second growth 

timbers occur in the east central portion of the township and around the lakes.  While many second 

growth wood lots occur in Pierson Township and available for harvesting and processing, most of the 

wooded areas around the lakes provide the aesthetic fabric which draws many people to the area. 

Woodlands also have other values which cannot be measured in board feet, such as providing wildlife 

habitat and enhancing air quality. 
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Specific benefits of woodlands include: 

 A varied and rich environment for many kinds of plants and animals. The different forest layers, 

which include tree tops, branches, trunks, shrubs, and plants on the forest floor provide breeding, 

feeding, and refuge areas for many species of insects, birds, and mammals.  The environmental 

diversity of woodland is an important resource for wildlife conservation and environmental health 

and affords a critical diversity for outdoor recreation activities. 

 Woodlands are important protective features for watersheds and soils.  Forest vegetation 

moderates the effects of winds and storms, stabilizes and enriches the soil and slows runoff from 

precipitation, thereby allowing it to be filtered by the forest floor as it permeates into groundwater 

reserves.  By decreasing runoff velocity and increasing groundwater infiltration, woodlands also 

help to regulate flooding. 

 Woodlands are buffers to the sights and sounds of civilization. Woodlands mute the noise from 

freeways and factories, as well as absorb air pollution.  

 Woodlands are moderators of climate. The microclimate of a forest, created in part by the shade of 

the 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 fluctuating temperatures of unfrosted areas.  Woodlands that are adjacent or interpreted 

amount suburban and urban areas act as natural air conditioners. 

 

Impacts on Development 

 

The possible results of poorly planned development of woodlands are increased erosion and siltation, 

lessening of water quality, loss of landscape diversity, increased dangers from flooding, and decreased 

land value.  Cutting the forest also changes the surrounding ecology of wildlife and associated herbs and 

shrubs.  Furthermore, loss of individual trees and of woodlands constitutes a deterioration of the 

Township’s aesthetic quality.  Trees within the public domain, such as those growing on streets or in 

parks, forest preserves or on State and Federal lands, are generally managed.  Of more concern are the 

woodlands which exist on private land. Some of these lands are large enough to support commercial 

forestry, while others are small stands threatened by encroaching commercial, agricultural, or residential 

development. 

 

Rather than developing detailed ordinances relating to the preservation of trees and woodlands, which 

would be burdensome, if not impossible, to administer, it is suggested that Pierson adopt a policy to 

encourage maintaining as many trees and woodlands as possible and making the impact upon trees and 

forest cover a specific consideration for every site plan and development (i.e. % of open space covered by 

trees). 

 

Groundwater 
 

Although groundwater (water beneath the land surface) is not of a nature that lends itself to mapping, it is 

a natural resource that should be considered in land use decisions.  Michigan has long been known as the 

Great Lake State.  The abundance of surface water is widely appreciated and national efforts have been 

undertaken to protect this resource.  With all of the available surface water, 97% of the worlds freshwater 

is still available only as groundwater. Lakes, rivers and streams provide only 1-1/2% of fresh water 

resources. The remaining one and one-half percent is found as water vapor in the atmosphere and as soil 

moisture.  
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Resource Value 

Almost one-half of the State’s population and much of Pierson Township relies upon groundwater as the 

source of drinking water.  Despite this dependence, there is little public understanding of the nature and 

importance of groundwater.  One widely held misconception is that groundwater flows in huge 

underground lakes and rivers. Another is that groundwater travels very rapidly or that its direction follows 

the earth’s contours. Of all the common misconceptions, perhaps the most dangerous ones are that 

groundwater is adequately protected by the earth’s surface and that land use activities have little impact 

on this resource. In reality, groundwater quality is almost wholly dependent on man’s activities. 

 

Impacts on Development 

Like most other natural resources, groundwater is more vulnerable in some areas than others. In the case 

of groundwater supplies, this vulnerability is determined by three main factors: soil, depth to the aquifer 

and general aquifer condition and type. Sandy soils offer considerably less protection than heavier clay 

soils. Confined aquifers are safer than unconfined ones. Through a better understanding of the nature of 

groundwater, more effective protection measures are possible. 

 

In areas that offer little natural protection, or where the protection level is unknown, special consideration 

should be given to the types and densities of land uses which are permitted. Businesses such as dry- 

cleaners, photographers and hair salons are examples of potentially hazardous land uses due to the types 

of chemicals which are routinely used.  If these businesses operate on individual well and septic service, 

the chance of groundwater contamination, through an accidental spill or mishandling, is especially high. 

 

Pierson Township currently has no sites on the Michigan Department of Natural Resources 

Environmental Priority “307” List (Regulated by PA 307 and PA 451, Inland lakes and Dams). The 

township will need to monitor possible contaminated sites through Michigan Department of 

Environmental, Great Lakes and Energy, (EGLE), and Michigan Department of Health and Human 

Services, (MDHHS).  

 

The Sanitary Landfill continues to be a concern for all residents in Pierson Township, which could affect 

overall growth in the Township due to ground water issues, odor and aesthetics of being near such a 

facility.   

Some businesses which are generally thought to be environmentally sound, like golf courses (including 

miniature golf) and country clubs, can be threatening due to the amount of lawn chemicals which are 

routinely used.  The direct application of these chemicals to the ground presents an uninterrupted 

opportunity for ground water contamination.  In addition to carefully considering the types of land uses 

which are to be allows, the following list offers other local protection measures: 

• Regulations requiring spill prevention and secondary containment of hazardous substances should be 

required at new business sites which may be of such a size that exempts them from State regulation. 

• New businesses should be required to obtain a Pollution Incident Prevention Plan (PIPP) from the 

Michigan Department of Natural Resources.  PIPP plan submittal should be a precondition for site 

plan approval. 

• Municipal facilities should meet environmental standards.  Key requirements might include: 

emergency procedures and secondary containment for the storage of hazardous substances. 

• Township officials and staff should assist in identifying potential groundwater contamination 

incidents, especially at business sites.  Any potential problems should be reported to the Michigan 

Department of Natural Resources.  If discovered at an early point, widespread and severe 

contamination can be avoided. 
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Groundwater protection is a true example of “an ounce of prevention being worth a pound of cure.” Low-

cost contamination prevention measures can help protect against a spill or leak which could ultimately 

cost a community millions of dollars to remedy or, in some cases, totally destroy the primary water 

supply.  

 

Natural Features Protection Options 
 

Local communities have several options available for protecting natural features and open spaces. A brief 

description of some of these options are presented below. 

 

Land Donation - The most direct and efficient method of protection for sensitive land is through a land 

donation to a private foundation or government agency.  A donor’s gift of land is tax deductible if it is 

made to a statewide or local land trust, government entity, or any other non-profit, charitable organization 

under Section 501 (c) (3) of the Internal Revenue Code.  Each donation has different tax advantages for 

individuals.  Real property taxes, gift taxes, or income taxes, are affected differently in each situation.  

Landowners considering a donation of land may wish to consult with a tax attorney or accountant to 

analyze the benefits of their particular situation. 

 

Conservation Easements - Conservation easements can be used to transfer certain rights and privileges 

concerning the use of land or a body of water to a non-profit organization, governmental body, or other 

legal entity without transferring title to the land.  In Michigan, Public Act No. 197 of 1980, the 

Conversation and Historic Preservation Easement Act, (M.C.L.A. 339.251 et. seq.) authorizes the creation 

of voluntary conservation easements. 
 

A conservation easement under Act 197 can provide limitations on the use of, or prohibit certain acts on, 

a parcel of land or body of water.  The interest can be in the form of a restriction, easement, covenant, or a 

condition contained in either a deed, will or other instrument.  The easement should require that the land 

or body of water be retained or maintained in its natural, scenic, or open condition, or in a specific, non-

intensive use such as agriculture, open space, or forest land. 
 

The easement is enforceable against the property owner even if the party seeking enforcement was not a 

party to the original conveyance or contract. The easement is considered a conveyance of real property 

and must be recorded with the register of deeds in the township to be effective against a subsequent 

purchaser of the property who had no notice of the easement. 
 

As with land donations, the granting of a conservation easement may have tax implications. Again, 

persons considering granting a conservation easement should contact an attorney or accountant for an 

analysis of possible tax benefits, as well as their local government for information about zoning, etc. 
 

One type of easement authorized under the Farmland and Open Space Preservation Act, P.A. 116 of 1974, 

offers tax reductions for landowners who agree not to develop open space land.  This Act enables a 

landowner to enter into a development rights easement (for open space) with the State.  These agreements 

or easements are designed to ensure that the land remains in a particular open space related use or uses for 

an agreed upon period.  In return for maintaining the land in particular use, the land owner is entitle to 

certain income or property tax benefits. 
 

Open space land has been divided into two categories under the Act. The first category deals with 

historic, riverfront and shoreline areas. This type of land requires that the property be undeveloped and 

either historic in nature and recognized as such by appropriate federal or state laws, front on a river 

designated under Act 231, the Natural Rivers Act of 1970, or be designated as an environmental area 

under Act 245, the Shorelines Protection and Management Act of 1970.  
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The second category of open space land is more general in definition and includes lands which conserve 

natural or scenic resources, enhance recreational opportunities, promote the conservation of soils, poorly 

drained lands and beaches, or preserve historic sites and idle potential farmland of not less than 40 acres. 

The designation of this particular type of open space is primarily the responsibility of the local governing 

body and the interpretation of qualified lands may vary from location to location, depending on local 

circumstances. Interested landowners must file an application with the township. 

 

Deed Restrictions - Clauses placed in deeds restricting the future use of land can prohibit uses or 

activities by the new owners that would destroy, damage, or modify natural features. The Conservation 

and Historic Preservation Easement Act (P.A. 197 of 1980) allows for deed restrictions along with 

easements.  

 

When land is donated, the donor may include a reversion clause that provides that if the land is not 

managed according to the restriction, the property must be returned to the original owner, his heirs or 

assigns, or to a third party, such as a non-profit land trust or government body. 

 

Purchase of Property - Acquisition of property is a straightforward, permanent protection method. The 

purchaser should consider all the options, i.e., purchase of fee simple title, easements, and development 

rights, bargain sales, and other purchasing methods. A fee simple purchase provides the purchaser with 

more permanent control and protection. However, a less than fee simple purchase (such as purchase of an 

easement of development rights) also has advantages in being less costly, and, the original owner retains 

title and continues to pay taxes so the local community does not lose its tax base (although the overall 

market value on which the property is assessed may be reduced). 
 

 

The following is a list of several possible sources of funds for purchase of environmentally-sensitive 

lands: 

• Michigan Natural Resources Trust Fund - This fund is a possible source of money to purchase choice 

recreational, scenic, and environmentally important land in Michigan.  Application must be made to 

the fund for approval by April 1 of each year, and can be obtained from the MDNR Recreation 

Services Division. 

• Michigan Duck Stamp Program - Funds from sale of stamps and proceeds from the contest of to the 

purchase of poorly drained lands by the State. 

• Private Sources - Donations from private individuals or corporations in the form of specific property 

or money.  This would include fund raising efforts from local citizens, lake associations, and other 

community groups. 

• The Michigan Nature Conservatory, Michigan Nature Association, Ducks Unlimited, local land 

trusts, Pheasants Forever and sometimes local governments can all be potential funding sources. The 

Michigan Nature Conservatory maintains a list of local land trusts and how they can be contacted. 

• Federal funding sources: 

• Land and Water Conservation Fund - Funds are given to the State to buy open space lands which may 

contain poorly drained lands or other unique natural features. 

• U.S. Fish and Wildlife Services grants under the Pittman-Robertson Act - Funds are given to the State 

for acquisition of wildlife areas and wildlife restoration. Funds are from a tax on ammunition and 

weapons. 

• Dingell-Johnson monies to states to cover 75% of the cost of fish restoration and management 

projects. 
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Commercial 

 

This category includes all retail establishments, restaurants, and private recreational facilities. 

Commercial land uses in Pierson Township exist primarily at the Cannonsville Road intersection and 

north of Big Whitefish Lake south of McBride Road. Other small commercial uses are located in various 

parts of the township. 

 

Industrial 

 

The Township’s industrial land use is limited to two areas to the North of the Township.  

 

This general area around the US-131 intersections provide suitable locations for increases industrial 

development. The visibility of industrial site from US-131 would be a logical consideration from an 

aesthetic view point.  

 

The Township Zoning Ordinance currently allows a number of uses in the industrial zone, including those 

businesses involving manufacturing, assembly, packaging and processing of material. Special use 

provisions are generally applied to those uses which may be incompatible with neighboring uses, thus the 

present Ordinance should be closely evaluated.   

 

 

Institutional 

 

This land use includes public parks, municipal buildings, cemeteries and schools.  These uses are 

scattered throughout the Township but found primarily along the US-131 corridor. A detailed explanation 

of these facilities is provided in the Community Facilities portion of the Plan. 

 

Recreational 

 

This category describes those large parcels of township land which are either currently used for public 

recreation or, through zoning ordinance and local plans, dedicated to future recreational uses. 

 

The Township’s lakes, undeveloped wood lots and wetland areas are used for recreation. Uses include, 

but not limited to, public recreation facilities, hiking, biking, fishing, water sports, hunting and bird 

watching. The aerial photography also identified two disturbed sites appearing to the used for off-road 

vehicles and motor-cross trails. One site is in the southeast quarter of the Township in section 35, the 

other in west of US-131 in section 5. Both appear to be on privately held land. Unfortunately, this activity 

generates soil erosion by disturbing grasses and other ground covers which hold the soil. The Township 

Zoning Ordinance should regulate the use of off-road vehicles. 
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CHAPTER VII 

GOALS AND OBJECTIVES 

 

Introduction  
 

Communities inevitably change over time. If that change is to be controlled, a direction for future 

development is needed. Community planning is the organized effort to look ahead intelligently, to 

identify a sense of direction based upon common preference, and to suggest means of steering change 

toward agreed goals. The broad object of planning is to further the welfare of people in the community by 

helping to create a better, more healthful, convenient, efficient and attractive community environment. A 

general plan is the document development and adopted to embody these concepts. 

 

Michigan law required townships to engage in planning. The Township Rural Zoning Act, P.A. 184 of 

1943, as amended, stipulates, among other things: a township zoning ordinance shall be based upon a plan 

designed to promote the public health, safety, and general welfare; to encourage the use of lands in 

accordance with their character and adaptability, and to limit the improper use of land. The Township 

Planning Act, P.A. 168 of 1959, as amended, requires that the planning commission shall make and adopt 

a basic plan as a guide for the development of unincorporated portions of the township.  

 

Some of the basic reasons why planning for the future of a community should take place include the 

following: 

• Planning permits communities to make choices for the future, based on articulated community goals, 

rather than simply accepting what happens by chance or circumstances. 

• Planning helps prevent wasteful expenditure of public and private funds, by providing the ability to 

better coordinate capital investments with anticipates growth and change in the community. 

• Planning provides a mechanism for the community at large to have a say in how the community 

develops, through measures designed to encourage and foster community participation in the 

planning process. 

• Planning helps to protect property values by directing various types of land use activities to locations 

where land use conflicts are minimized. 

 

This Pierson Township Master Plan specifically addresses how the land and resources might best be used 

in the future (i.e. to the year 2028). In this regard, it is not the intent of this Plan to in all cases provide for 

the “highest and best use” of land, as that term is used in the fields of real estate appraisal and 

development (i.e., that use which produces the greatest economic return or highest economic value). 

Rather, the purpose of community planning is to provide for an orderly arrangement of land uses which 

meets the specific goals of the community stated in the Plan, thereby promoting the public health, safety 

and general welfare of the residents. 

 

This Plan acknowledges the basic right of property owners to the peaceful enjoyment of the property. 

With that right comes the responsibility to exercise reasonable and prudent care in the development and 

use of property. 

 

To clarify the scope of the Plan, the following are things the Master Plan will not do:  For example: 

 

• The Master Plan has no authority to mandate any particular use of any particular land parcel. The 

intent of this Plan is to guide zoning in the future, but its suggestions may or may not be carried 

forward by inclusion in the Zoning Ordinance and Map, which governs the use of land in the 

Township. 
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• Nothing in this Plan is intended to affect the value of any particular land parcel, even though in some 

cases, the designation of certain land use for more intensive uses can increase the future value of that 

parcel. Broadly speaking, though, this Plan should protect land values. Therefore, this Plan does not 

address the question of property taxes, which, of course, are based on land value. 

 

With that as a background, the following goals and objectives are stated as a general guide for future 

growth and development in Pierson Township: 
 

• Develop an appropriate land use policy which is oriented to preserving those important assets 

expressed by residents 

o Establish general density limits with range to guide future zoning decisions 

o Initiate cluster housing development to preserve open space, wildlife habitats and recreation 

opportunities. 

o Pursue the general objective of low density housing in the Township with the provision for higher 

density areas in proximity to the Village, developing areas, and near freeway interchanges.  

 

• Develop strong public safety protection 

o Develop an acceptable program for public safety protection locally to assure an efficient 

protection to the Township residents. 

o Implement a public safety protection program for the residents through a general education 

program. 

 

• Develop a Future Parks and Recreation Program for the Township 

o Establish general areas for recreation development within the Township as part of the Master 

Plan. 

o Prepare a parks and recreation plan which assesses need and proposes new facilities to address 

those needs. 

 

• Develop a program to assure surface and groundwater quality 

o Develop a strict monitoring procedure for the sanitary landfill in the Township. 

o Initiate sewage collection and treatment systems in those areas of the Township of higher 

population concentration. 

o Monitor other areas of non-point pollution such as the use of herbicides and animal waste on 

farmland, fertilizer on residential lawns, commercial recreation areas, etc. 

 

• Develop a vehicular transportation system to assure safety, efficiency and ease of maintenance. 

o Improve those roads in the Township which have poor road bases, thus, once and for all, 

alleviating a great road maintenance cost each year to the Township. 

o Develop assurance that new roads (public and private) conform to County road standards through 

Planning Commission site plan review of new developments. 
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• Preserve and enhance those open water and wet land areas as wildlife habitat and recreation 

areas in relation to County and State laws. 

o Work with the Big Whitefish Lake and Little Whitefish Lake Associations to preserve the water 

areas of Big Whitefish Lake and Little Whitefish Lake and those wet land areas which are the 

natural breeding grounds as well as stopping off area for  migratory birds, including the rare 

Common Loon (at least in this area of Western Michigan). 

o Initiate water quality programs similar to that developed at Big Whitefish Lake and Little 

Whitefish Lake with other lake associations. 

 

• Develop commercial areas at appropriate locations to enhance use compatibility rather than 

conflict with other uses. 

o Locate commercial uses at freeway interchanges using appropriate buffers to screen from other 

uses. 

o Discourage strip commercial development but rather, promote cluster development with more 

emphasis on depth than width.  

o Possible Industrial or Business Park to promote jobs 

 

• Protect waterfront areas from intense development 

o Review and change, as necessary, the land use densities and control guidelines on waterfront 

property such as restrictions on multiple lot use of waterfront access. 

o Review setbacks from waterfront areas, lot coverage and sewer hookup requirements as part of 

development criteria in the Zoning Ordinance. 

o Amend the Zoning Ordinance to implement changes contemplated 

o Develop a management plan for all lake access areas. 

 

• Protect the prime farmland in the Township from urban encroachment. 

o Encourage those farms currently preserved though the Farmland Preservation Act (P.A. 116) to 

remain as part of the act. 

o Promote additional farmland preservation for those areas actively engaged in farming, 

particularly those areas east of US-131. 
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CHAPTER VIII 

 

FACTORS AFFECTING GROWTH 

 

 

There are numerous factors in and around any community affecting its growth.  These can be identified in 

basically three categories: assets of the community, the external influences affecting growth, and the 

methods used to address development opportunities of a community. 

 

Community Assets 

 

Assets perceived by residents are important ingredients in formulating any general plan.  The Master Plan 

should be focused around desires expressed by those who live in the community. 

 

In an effort to poll the residents concerning those things they like most about Pierson Township, surveys 

and public meetings were started in September 2019.  The results of that meeting point of the almost 

unanimous feelings concerning the most desirable assets of the Township. 

 

Residents appreciate the rural atmosphere, the lake areas, the schools, the variety of housing types, quality 

of people living in the area, the lack of congestion on the County roads and the quality of road system 

maintenance. 

 

Other important assets included the recreation opportunities, the lack of mobile home parks, excellent 

land area for building sites, the variety of land uses, the clean air and the natural areas throughout the 

Township. 

 

Planning Issues/Concerns 

 

The major basis for any master plan is to address the issues with which the municipal officials, planning 

commission and residents must deal on an almost daily basis.  Certainly, we do not live in a perfect world 

- so there are always things to do to improve on the status quo. 

 

The residents of Pierson Township have identified most, if not all, the issues facing the Township over 

the next decade or longer.  These issues are based on experience as residents and, obviously, built-in 

prejudices of the residents. For example, some homeowners feel strongly about the preservation of water 

quality while others feel the control of the sanitary landfill is most critical.  Whatever the motives or 

feelings, the following list summarizes the issues or concerns which should be addressed in the Plan, in 

the opinion of the residents. 

 

 

The planning issues are grouped into general categories as follows: 

 

• Residential Development 

o Multi-family standards and procedures 

o Creation of minimum acreage development (lot size) 

o Standards for mobile homes (minimum 24’ in width) 

o Standard for all types of housing 
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• Environmental Concerns 

o Improve water quality - sea gulls/landfill 

o Better landfill control/monitoring/control its growth 

o Preservation of rural atmosphere  

o Recreation development 

o Develop standards for monitoring the spread of invasive species, both aquatic and terrestrial for 

better control. 

 

• Public Health, Safety and General Welfare 

o Initiate a neighborhood watch 

o Public Safety development 

o Mock disaster planning 

 

• Utilities 

o Sanitary sewer locations 

o Cleaning of drainage ditches 

o Further development of natural gas, cable TV, Fiber Optics and electrical service  

 

• Land Use Development Options 

o Promote small business 

o Planning for commercial and light industrial development 

 

• Enforcement 

o Better zoning enforcement - control of special uses 

o Spot zoning 

o Better communication between Township officials and press 

o Better communication between the Township officials and residents 

o Control of lot access on waterfront property in Township 

 

 

External Forces 

 

There are other factors affecting growth in the area which to a large degree cannot be controlled by 

Pierson Township.  These forces are primarily economic and image related and can become major issues. 

They are as follows: 

• Healthy economic climate (strong employment opportunities, continued growth of the economy) 

• The natural amenities of the area such as the lake front property and the supply/demand 

relationship, the rural characteristics, the climate, the air quality, etc. 

• The economic health of the Grand Rapids area because of its proximity to the Township 

• Migration from neighboring areas with the State of Michigan or neighboring states. 
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CHAPTER IX 

 

MASTER PLAN ELEMENTS 

 

Future Land Use 

 

The Future Land Use Plan for Pierson Township will be the basis for future zoning decisions.  Very 

important events in recent years have emphasized the need for a general plan for a community followed 

by a well thought our zoning ordinance based on those land use proposals embodied in the Plan.  First the 

courts throughout the US have now recognized planning as the most important basis for zoning; and 

second, state legislatures now mandate the preparation of a Master Plan as a basis for zoning. 

 

Certainly, just because a community has a zoning ordinance based on a plan, does not mean there will 

never be a law suit. But, the chances of success in court are greatly increased as is the ability of a 

community to determine its own destiny. The important aspect of the planning process is that the plan has 

been well thought out and is, subsequently, a basis for zoning.  The courts appreciate the logic of zoning 

arguments when planning is an integral part of the development process. 

 

Pierson Township has faced some challenges from a variety of directions such as the sanitary landfill, the 

popularity of the lake front property in the Township, and ground water quality threats. These concerns 

and many more are embodied in the General Plan and particularly the future land use portion of the Plan. 

 

Agricultural Development 

 

Pierson Township is about 36 square miles in area.  Over half of that land area is devoted to active 

agricultural use, idle or wooded lands.  Of this significant land area devoted to agriculture use, about 

4,300 acres (6.72 square miles) are designed as agriculture land through the Open Space Preservation Act 

(P.A. 116). About 560 acres of P.A. 116 land lie west of US-131. The historical emphasis for agricultural 

uses in the Township has been east of US-131. Therefore, the Plan does not jeopardize that historical fact 

but actually strengthens the agricultural orientation by making agricultural land use an integral part of the 

Plan within the east 1/2 of the Township. 

 

More specifically, the Plan proposes agricultural uses west of US-131 in the north half of Section 31 

(north of Kimball Road) and Section 30, south of Stanton Road - and in the northwest part of the 

Township (Section 6 and 7) north and south of Kendaville Road and south of Lake Montcalm Road, east 

of West County Line Road.  The remainder of the lands west of US-131 are devoted to other uses in the 

Plan. 

 

East of the freeway, the predominant use is agriculture with significant areas devoted to wet land, idle or 

woodland. There are clusters of residential development, particularly at the south end of the Township 

around Sand and Round Lakes and generally south of Kimball Road. 

 

The heaviest concentration of agricultural land is found in Sections 1, 2, 11 - 15, 22, 25 - 27 and 36.   

 

Idle Lands, Woodlands or Wetlands (Excluding Lakes) 

 

This land use category is distributed widely over the township. In fact, almost 6.9 square miles or 4,410 

acres comprise this category. There are other activities scattered within this land area, such as residential 

and agricultural uses.  However, for the most part this land use will remain undeveloped for the long term. 
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Residential Development 

 

The predominant residential use is the low density category which is two (2) units per acre or less.  Two 

general categories are included in this density classification: the general low density residential areas and 

the waterfront areas where densities are somewhat higher on some of the lakes. For example, Big 

Whitefish Lake includes higher density areas on the east and southeast sides of the Lake while the 

remainder of the density meets the general density of two (2) units per acre. 

 

 Low Density Residential:  The low density category east of US-131 is located at the south end of  

 the Township generally south of Kimball Road east to Jones Road. Other low density clusters are  

 found in the Village of Pierson, along Maple Hill Road south to Cannonsville Road and north and 

 south of Cannonsville Road at Reed Road; south of Lake Montcalm Road west of the Federal  

 Road (Old US-131); east and west of Maple Hill Road; a small cluster along Rice Creek, south of 

 Lake Montcalm Road; and a clustering along Long Road, south of Pierson Road. 

 

 Low density development is proposed in the southeast portion of the Township east of West  

 County Road and north of South County Road and generally south of Kimball Road. 

 

 In addition, the predominant use west of US-131 is proposed as low density residential. This  

 logical designation is based on the following factors: 

o  Proximity to waterfront real estate 

o  The highest ground is located west of US-131 

o  The greatest tree cover is west of US-131, creating a desirable residential environment 

o  Accessibility to US-131 and larger urban areas to the north and south 

 

 

The low density residential use is primarily located from Stanton Road north to Lake Montcalm Road. 

 

Waterfront Residential Development:  The waterfront residential uses are located at Big Whitefish 

 Lake, Little Whitefish Lake, Sand Lake, Round Lake, Crooked Lake, Long Lake and Bass Lake.   

 Many of these residential uses are seasonal which creates additional traffic and economic activity  

 during the summer months.  However, because of the increasing value of waterfront property, the  

 ease of commuting and the low land values in other areas of the community, more permanent  

 residents are moving to the area. 

 

Waterfront property and the related lakes are a valuable resource.  Therefore, they need special 

consideration in the Zoning Ordinance pertaining to the use of Lake Frontage and the multiple 

use of lake access by more than one residence. 

  

Medium Density Residential Development:  The medium density residential category ranges  

 from three (3) to seven (7) units per acre. The Plan recommends medium density residential uses  

 north and south of Cannonsville Road adjacent to the west side of US-131 and west and east of  

 US-131 at the Sand Lake exit (22 Mile Road or South County Line Road) - west of Dagget Road,  

 north of Kimball Road and west of Whitefish Road, south of Kimball Road. 

 

 Medium density residential development is limited to its location due to accessibility to sanitary  

 sewer facilities. The proximity to the freeway interchanges and to the Village of Sand Lake and  

 Pierson, where sewer facilities already exist will create a greater opportunity for development.  
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Commercial Development 

 

The location of commercial development is dictated by accessibility by the consumer for survival.  The 

two freeway interchanges within the Township are logical areas for commercial development within the 

Township. However, care must be taken to assure quality development by avoiding a disjointed approach 

to the development of commercial uses.  This includes prohibition of strip commercial development 

resulting from piecemeal growth, the control of setbacks, curb cuts, signs, and landscaping. 

 

The Plan proposes commercial uses at the northwest corner of 22 Mile Road (Sand Lake exit) and 

Whitefish Road, and the northwest and southeast corners of the Cannonsville Road freeway exit. One of 

these developments already exists. Also the Plan proposes a commercial designation at the Cannonsville 

Road exit of the Freeway to allow for possible development of a fire station. Commercial uses also exist 

in the Village of Pierson for the use of Township residents. 

 

Institutional Development 

 

Institutional uses are shown on the Plan only sparingly, but include the Large Montcalm County School 

District complex on the north side of Kendaville Road adjacent to US-131 on the east side of the 

Freeway; the land allocated for the drain fields for the force main sanitary sewer system for Big Whitefish 

Lake; and the small lane area devoted for the Pierson Township Hall and the adjacent cemetery. 

 

Industrial Development 

 

The Township’s industrial land use is limited to two areas in the northern portion of the Township. The 

Township Zoning Ordinance currently allows a number of uses in the industrial zone, including those 

businesses involving manufacturing, assembly, packaging and processing of material.  Special use 

provisions are generally applied to those uses which may be incompatible with neighboring areas, thus the 

present Ordinance should be closely evaluated, as future areas of industrial develop. 

 

Recreation Uses 

 

Recreation development has been sparse in the Township but includes fishing, boating, swimming, 

hunting and birding primarily in the lake areas through public access areas.  The public access recreation 

facilities include the Tri-County High School facility on Kendaville Road, the Big Whitefish Lake Golf 

Course and Restaurant, and the large private camp facility located on West County Line Road with access 

to Little Whitefish Lake Road. 

 

 

The Plan proposes the development of recreation facilities for use by Township residents.  Both active 

and passive uses have proposed such things as nature trails, softball, an area for play equipment, tennis, 

etc.  In this regard, the Plan recommends that a Parks and Recreation Plan to develop the plans for the 

recreation needs of the Township. 

 

Consideration should be given, also, to the study of the public access areas controlled by the Township to 

set a uniform operation format to assure that these facilities will not be abused by those who use the 

facilities. 
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Transportation 

A discussion of the existing transportation facilities in the Township was presented in Chapter V dealing 

with Community Facilities and Transportation. In that chapter, the Plan discussed the road classifications 

and traffic volumes on the Township roads. 

 

The low traffic volumes on most roads with the exception of Federal Road and US-131 are another 

example of the lower population density and other activity in the Township. However, roads do 

deteriorate and proper maintenance and improvement are important regardless of the volumes on those 

roads. The difficulty in assessing the road needs in a rural township is the priority rating system that must 

be an integral part of Montcalm County Road Commission’s annual maintenance and improvement 

program. 

 

Because Pierson Township is rural, particularly the eastern two-thirds, the Township does not receive 

substantial road improvement dollars from the County. Montcalm County is rural in character. Therefore, 

limited funds are available for all townships for road maintenance and improvement programs. 

 

Other important transportation recommendations include the following: 

o Development of access management standards for the design of driveways along county primary 

roads, particularly where new commercial development may occur. 

o Consideration for corridor planning in the future before land use and associated traffic problems 

develop. If corridor planning had been utilized in the Cedar Springs commercial area adjacent to 

the freeway, fewer curb cuts, less traffic conflicts and better arrangement of land uses would have 

occurred. 

 

Finally, the Plan recommends the Township assess the quality of the road maintenance program on the 

local roads to assure the monies are being expended wisely rather than simply patching a poor road bed to 

hold over for another year. 

 

 

Utilities 
 

Water Facilities 

 

As noted in the Existing Conditions section of the Master Plan, water for drinking, lawn and garden uses, 

agriculture uses, private recreation uses, etc. is provided through wells. Because of the density in the 

Township, sources of water have not been a problem. However, there are concerns in the Township 

concerning the future quality of drinking and recreation water facilities as a result of the sanitary landfill. 

The Plan recommends the continued monitoring of the effluent resulting from the landfill site to provide 

assurance that the groundwater supplies in the Township will remain of high quality. This potential 

problem could be disastrous as it would affect the health, safety and general welfare of a portion of the 

Township residents. 

 

Also, the Plan recommends the continuance of wells as the exclusive use of water in the township until 

such time as the groundwater supply is being affected in certain areas or until it appears economically 

feasible to develop a centralized water treatment and distribution system in the Township for selected 

areas or extension of the systems in the Village of Sand Lake, Howard City and the Village of Pierson. 
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Waste Water Treatment and Collection 

 

Currently, the only sanitary sewer facilities existing in the Township are in the Village of Pierson and the 

force main system around Big Whitefish Lake and Little Whitefish Lake However, the Village of Sand 

Lake at the southern edge of the Township has a sanitary sewer system for its residents. Therefore, the 

potential exists for extension of the facility unto the Township for future development in the southern and 

western portions of the Township. That fact has been recognized in the future land use Plan for Pierson 

Township. 

 

The Big Whitefish Lake and Little Whitefish Lake sanitary system is not a complete treatment system in 

that only the liquid wastes are transported from the Lake areas to a large septic drain field area to the 

north of the Big Whitefish Lake at which point the effluent drains into the natural drainage system in the 

Township. Each resident being served by this system is required to pump solid wastes from its septic 

system (which is a closed system) to complete the disposal process. 

 

If higher density residential as well as commercial uses are to develop in the future, the Plan recommends 

the investigation of utility extensions form the Village of Sand Lake, Howard City and the Village of 

Pierson including current capacities as well as the feasibility of sewer line extensions. 

 

Natural Gas Transmission 

 

Recent discussions have been held with the DTE for the extension of natural gas lines to various 

residential areas in the Township. The Township should encourage the development of natural gas access 

which will provide for a more economical energy source for its residents. 

 

Population Growth/Capacity to Develop 

 

Population growth has increased by 22% on the average for each 10 year period since 2010. In addition, 

seasonal housing as a percent of total housing has decreased from 33% 2010 to 26% in 2017.  As 

mentioned earlier, this accounts for 930 residents during the summer months, creating more economic 

activity, more recreation users in the Township and more traffic. 

 
 

Assuming population increases at the same average rate of growth as it has in the past 17 years, 

population growth will total 3,210 in the year 2010, 3,247 in 2017 and 3,565 in 2020. If seasonal 

residency is added to the general population number, the township will see about 4,524 residents by the 

year 2020. 

 

While seasonal residency has increased during the past decade, there is no reason to expect the percent to 

continue upward because the water front property is becoming very scarce. Therefore, the availability for 

a rapid increase in seasonal housing should slow during the next ten years. Big Whitefish Lake, for 

example, has a limited number of lots available for development. There will more likely will be an 

increase of permanent residents due to the ease of commuting, land costs and the increase in services and 

amenities in the area.  The Cedar Springs area is a good example of what can happen. However, the 

Master Plan for Pierson Township is proposing guidelines and controls through the Zoning Ordinance to 

assure more orderly and planned commercial areas as well as residential development. 
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Pierson Township, Montcalm County, Michigan 
Zoning Map 2019 
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The Pierson Township Planning Commission approved the Master Plan by Planning 

Commission Resolution 2020-01. The Pierson Township Board approved 2020 Master Plan by 

Resolution 2020-07 (MCL125.3843). 

 

_________________________________  _____________________________ 

Jim Ward, Chairperson    Sara Burkholder, Clerk 
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CHAPTER X 

 

IMPLEMENTATION STRATEGIES FOR MASTER PLAN PROPOSALS 

 

 

Perhaps the most important section of the Pierson Township Master Plan is a description of the proposals 

accompanied by important considerations such as priorities, possible zoning changes, capital 

improvement funding, and finally, identification of those responsible for implementation. (Note: Time 

Frame identified in this chapter uses the following criteria: Immediate = within two years; Short Term = 

within five (5) years; Long Term = five (5) to ten (10) years.) 

 

 

Residential Proposal 

 

Maintain Low Density Residential Development As The Primary Residential Density in the Township - 

The Plan has established that low density residential should be the predominant residential use in the 

Township. 

 

 Priority - High 

 Time Frame - Immediate 

 Zoning Ordinance Revisions - Yes 

 Capital Improvements Funding - No 

 Responsibility - Planning Commission and Township Board 

 

Waterfront Development 

 

Review and Change as Necessary, Setback Standards from Waterfront Areas, Lot Coverage Sewer 

Hookup Requirements, Multiple Access to Waterfront Areas for Residential Uses Storage Policies Along 

Waterfronts, etc. - Waterfront areas in the Township are sensitive areas that require special consideration 

because of their unique characteristics and due to the limited nature of waterfront lots. The Plan 

recommends the review and revision, as necessary of the zoning regulations dealing with the use of 

waterfront lots. 

 

 Priority - High 

 Time Frame - Immediate 

 Zoning Ordinance Revisions - Yes 

 Capital Improvements Funding - No 

 Responsibility - Planning Commission and Township Board 

 

Maintain a Management Plan for All Public Lake Access Areas - The Plan recommends the development 

of a management plan for these areas, which includes maintenance and an annual review. 

 

 Priority - High 

 Time Frame - Immediate 

 Zoning Ordinance Revisions - No 

 Capital Improvements Funding - No 

 Responsibility – Parks & Recreation Committee and Township Board 
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Transportation 

 

Consider Corridor Planning to Prevent Future Traffic and Land Use Problems Occurring Particularly for 

Existing and Future Commercial Areas - Work to eliminate problems before they develop, the Plan 

recommends corridor planning. 

 

 Priority - Medium 

 Time Frame - Short Term 

 Zoning Ordinance Revisions - Yes 

 Capital Improvements Funding - No 

 Responsibility – County Road Commission, Road Committee and Township Board 

 

 

 

Utilities 

 

Continue the Monitoring Program at the Sanitary Landfill - The Plan recommends the regular monitoring 

of the site to identify any potential concerns.  

 

 Priority - High 

 Time Frame - Immediate 

 Zoning Ordinance Revisions - No 

 Capital Improvements Funding - No 

Responsibility – MPART (Michigan PFAS Action Response Team, EGLE (Environment Great 

Lakes and Energy), Owner of Landfill/Township/Township Board to follow up 

 

 

Investigate the Feasibility of Water and Sanitary Sewer Extensions from the Village of Pierson, Sand 

Lake or Village of Howard City to Areas of the Township - The Plan recommends the investigation of 

such possibilities. 

 

 Priority – High 

 Time Frame - Short Term 

 Zoning Ordinance Revisions - No 

 Capital Improvements Funding - Yes 

 Responsibility - Township Engineer, Planning Commission and Township Board 

 

 

 

Encourage/Promote the Extension of Natural Gas Lines into the Township to Provide More Cost-effective 

Sources of Energy - Natural gas is potential catalyst for new development as well as the convenience for 

current residents in the Township. The Plan recommends the promotion of natural gas line extensions into 

the Township. 

 

 Priority - High 

 Time Frame - Immediate 

 Zoning Ordinance Revisions - No 

 Capital Improvements Funding - Yes 

 Responsibility – DTE Energy and the Township Board 
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Encourage/Promote the Extension of Fiber Optics into the Township to Provide More Cost-effective and 

efficient Sources of Internet Service – Fiber Optics are a potential catalyst for new development as well as 

the convenience for current residents in the Township. The Plan recommends the promotion of fiber optic 

extensions into the Township. 

 

 Priority - High 

 Time Frame - Immediate 

 Zoning Ordinance Revisions - No 

 Capital Improvements Funding - Yes 

 Responsibility – Fiber Optic/Internet Service Vendor and the Township Board 

 

Recreation 

 

Develop Recreational Facility(s) to Serve Township Residents - The Township has limited recreation 

facilities; Little Whitefish Lake (DNR owned) Boat Launch, Winslow Park (Big Whitefish Lake), White 

Pine Trail (State owned), Village of Pierson ball diamond on Grant St. with small park, and Village of 

Pierson ball diamond on Amy School Rd/Pierson Rd, school and private operations. The Plan 

recommends the development of a Township park and/or trail extensions where feasible. 

 

 Priority - High 

 Time Frame - Short Term 

 Zoning Ordinance Revisions - No 

 Capital Improvements Funding - No 

Responsibility – Parks & Recreation Committee, Planning Commission, Township Board 

Residents for support and promotion  

 

Develop a Parks and Recreation Plan to Determine More Specific Recreation Needs in the Township - 

Parks and recreation planning is essential to determine the specific recreation needs of the community. In 

addition, a plan is required to qualify for Land and Water Conservation Funds through the State of 

Michigan, Department of Natural Resources. 

 

 Priority - High 

 Time Frame - Immediate 

 Zoning Ordinance Revisions - No 

 Capital Improvements Funding - No 

 Responsibility - Planning Commission and Township Board 

 

 

 

Administration 

 

Include the Road Committee in the Review Process Regarding the Allocation of Monies for Road 

Improvements - While the Township Board has the ultimate responsibility to allocate funds for road 

improvements, the Road Committee should be involved in the review process by recommending 

improvements to the Township Board. 

 

 Priority - High 

 Time Frame - Immediate 

 Zoning Ordinance Revisions - No 

 Capital Improvements Funding - Yes 
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 Responsibility – County Road Commission, Road Committee and Township Board 

 

Maintain a Regular Communications Procedure to Keep Residents Informed Concerning Activities in the 

Township - The Plan recommends consideration be given to social media outlets (Facebook, Instagram, 

Township website, newsletters, press releases, town meetings, publishing minutes of meetings, etc.) and 

increase awareness of the options available. 

 

 Priority - High 

 Time Frame - Immediate 

 Zoning Ordinance Revisions - No 

 Capital Improvements Funding - No 

 Responsibility - Township Board 

 

Prepare a Capital Improvements Program - The Plan recommends the initiation of a Capital 

Improvements Program with annual updating to set aside funds for capital improvements in the 

Township.  

 

 Priority – Medium  

 Time Frame - Immediate 

 Zoning Ordinance Revisions - No 

 Capital Improvements Funding - Yes 

 Responsibility - Township Board and possibly the Planning Commission 

 

 

 

Public Safety Services 

 

Assess and Improve Where Needed, a Program for Public Safety Services to Assure Efficient Protection 

in the Township - Public Safety Services have been a controversial topic in the Township. The Plan 

recommends an honest evaluation of all the issues and make a decision which best serves the residents of 

the Township. 

 

 Priority - High 

 Time Frame - Short Term 

 Zoning Ordinance Revisions - No 

 Capital Improvements Funding - Yes 

 Responsibility - Township Board 

 

 

Implement a Public Services Information Program for Residents Through General Information, 

newsletters and Social Media - The Plan recommends the initiation of a general information program in 

the Township that will inform the residents of the emergency, non-emergency, local and county contacts, 

neighborhood watch programs, burn permits (fire stations), etc., things to do to prevent theft, fire and 

accidents, etc. 

 

 Priority - High 

 Time Frame - Immediate 

 Zoning Ordinance Revisions - No 

 Capital Improvements Funding - No 

 Responsibility - Township Board 
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Implementation Roles and Responsibilities 

The Master Plan is intended to help direct decisions in the Township over the next ten years.  The Plan is 

implementation oriented, but depends upon the support of a number of groups. This section provided an 

overview of the roles of some of these groups in implementing the Master Plan and several changes to 

current Township procedures that are intended to improve government effectiveness in achieving the 

goals of the Master Plan.  

 

• The Planning Commission is a citizen board of from five to nine members created by Township 

Board Resolution under the authority of the township Planning Act, being Public Act 168 of 1959, as 

amended.  Among the most important roles of the Planning Commission is to develop and adopt the 

Township’s Master Plan. The Planning Commission’s other roles include providing recommendations 

to the Township Board on amendments to the Zoning Ordinance and re-zonings, and assist the 

community in meeting long term development challenges.   

 

•  In addition, the Planning Commission has the responsibility to review and approve site plans for new 

developments, and to review and recommend to the Township Board requests for conditional use 

permits and planned unit development which allows some flexibility in the traditional approach to land 

development. The development process begins with the Planning Commission.  Therefore, the 

responsibility is great as is the resultant impact on future development.  

 

• The Township Board has the legislative responsibility to implement the Master Plan after its 

adoption, through amendments to the Zoning Ordinance, township procedures, subdivision control, 

special land uses, and planned unit developments.  While State enabling legislation does not require the 

official approval of the Master Plan by the Township Board, it stands to reason that the Plan should be 

approved by the Board to maintain harmony between the Planning Commission and the Township 

Board regarding policy for future growth and development within the Township. 

 

• The Township Board and the Planning Commission must work closely together to effectively 

implement the Plan. The Planning Commission provides the Board with recommendations for zoning 

text amendments and changes to zoning district boundaries. The Township Board must have the 

confidence in those recommendations or certain conflicts can result. Both the Township Board and the 

Planning Commission need to have continuous communication to make this process work effectively.  

 

• Board of Zoning Appeals has a major role in implementing the Master Plan through administration of 

the Zoning Ordinance. More specifically, the Board is responsible for deciding and interpreting the 

provisions of the Ordinance that require impartial adjustments of conflicting interests and to grant 

variances from the strict letter of the Ordinance in instances of practical difficulties. 

 

Their decisions must have as one of their purposes of sustaining the constitutionality of the Zoning 

Ordinance and to be in compliance with the objectives of the Master Plan. Serious implications can 

result from decisions by the Board of Zoning Appeals that are not coordinated with the Planning 

Commission.  
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Zoning Ordinance Changes 

 

Some of the recommendations of the Master Plan deal with changes to the Zoning Ordinance. These 

changes must be made to effectively implement the Master Plan. 

 

The changes are intended to help streamline the approval process while ensuring that there is the thorough 

review needed to promote the quality types of development sought by residents and community leaders. 

The changes also correct some inefficiencies in the current administrative procedures, deficiencies in use 

regulations, and site development standards. 

 

Specific recommended amendments are: 

 

• Site Plan Review: The site plan review process should be reviewed and revised to include a logical 

submittal and review process.  Review criteria should be included to help the Planning Commission in 

their deliberation. 

 

• Special Use Permits: The special use permit section should be revised in the Zoning Ordinance to 

include the Planning Commission in the review process. The Planning Commission recommends 

approval or rejection to the Township Board who makes the final decision since a special use deals with 

the use of land. Also, a clear approval process should be spelled out in this section. 

 

• Planned Unit Development: The proposed revisions to the Zoning Ordinance should include a new 

section dealing with planned unit development. This process will allow the developer some flexibility 

in developing land to the benefit of future residents and the Township in general by clustering housing 

units, thus creating large areas of open space. The approval process is elaborate, requiring a public 

hearing, detailing site plan for final approval and a preliminary site plan if the property is being 

developed in phases. 

 

• The Zoning Board of Appeals:  While the Zoning Board of Appeals is currently a part of the variance 

process in the Township, a review should be made of this section to assure that compliance with current 

State of Michigan enabling legislation is being met. 

 

• Parking and Loading Regulations:  The Zoning Ordinance should be amended to include a section on 

off-street parking and loading restrictions. 

 

• Signs:  The Zoning Ordinance short be amended to include a section dealing with the use of signs, the 

types of signs permitted, the size of signs and the characteristics of permitted signs. 

 

• Definitions:  The definitions section should be reviewed to eliminate those definitions that do not 

pertain to the Ordinance and to add those that are needed for Ordinance clarification. 

 

• Organization of the Zoning Ordinance:  The Ordinance should be restructured to make the Ordinance 

sections more easily accessible, easier to read and enforced. 

 

• Create a standard: Create a site plan review in the Zoning Ordinance which requires new businesses 

storing hazardous materials, waste, fuels, salt and chemicals to be designed to prevent spills and 

discharge of polluting materials to the surface of the ground, groundwater, lakes, streams or poorly 

drained lands. 
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Appendix A 

 

Forested Land Maps 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



61 | P a g e  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Appendix B 

 

Wetland Map 

 


