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Regulatory Codes

The Lake Leelanau watershed crosses over the 
political jurisdictions of ten townships, three 
villages and three counties. Each of these 
jurisdictions enforce various regulations such as 
land use, drainage, soil erosion, and building 
codes. In addition. the State of Michigan and the 
United States hold authority over the use and 
treatment of wetlands and shorelines, pesticide 
application, water quality, and air quality.

Americans strongly dislike being told what they 
can and cannot do with their land. On the other 
hand, we also believe that we have the right to 
protect our land, water, and related interests from 
the folly of our neighbors. Throughout our history, 
we have fought battles on the field and in the 
courtroom to determine the limits and extent of the 
rights of landowners and their use of the land and 
water.

Land use regulations attempt to balance these 
rights and protections. Although, at first glance, 
they may appear as obstacles to progress, in 
reality, they are formulas for the best way to 
progress without compromising the quality of life. 
The regulations evolve and, hopefully, improve as 
we learn more about planning and the relationship 
of humans to the natural world. Of course, each 
successive generation of land use regulations 
exhibits many of the same misconceptions and 
limited knowledge of that generation of authors. 
But despite that messy' and beloved process we 
call politics, the regulations do tend to improve, 
and just the fact that we attempt to guide our 
behavior toward the land through consensus is a 
worthwhile achievement.

The array of regulations and overlapping 
jurisdictions can be quite confusing at first glance 
(building a home may require several permits and 
involve half a dozen agencies), and the process of 

Local Political Jurisdictions Governing 
the Lake Leelanau Watershed

Leelanau County
• Bingham Township
• Centerville Township
• Cleveland Township
• Elmwood Township
• Kasson Township
• Leland Township
• Solon Township
• Suttons Bay Township
• Village of Lake Leelanau
• Village of Leland
• Village of Cedar

Benzie County
• Almira Township

Grand Traverse County
• Long Lake Township

securing permits for a project can be frustrating. 
Nevertheless, there is method behind the madness. 
Remember, the types of permits you require 
depend on the type of reject you plan. The agency 
personnel who process your your permits are there 
to advise you on the safest way to proceed. You 
may have to consider some alternative ideas keep 
an open mind! lf you hire a contractor to do your 
project, chances are he or she will secure the 
proper permits for you.

However, make sure you review' all permits to see 
to it that they are in order and ask questions. lf 
you have doubts, contact the permitting agencies. 
As the landowner, you are ultimately responsible 
for any activity on your property.
Consider how you would classify your project. ls 
it land alteration or land use'? Land alteration 
would include excavation, changes in contour, or 
any activity which disturbs the surface of the 
ground. Land use would include residential, 
industrial, and commercial construction. Whatever 
you intend to do,
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you intend to do, there are a host of sources for 
advice and information. (See page 42 for a 
summary of permit requirements.) 

Land Alteration

If your activity falls into the category of land 
alteration, you should contact the office of the 
Leelanau Conservation District (see page 46).  The 
District is the enforcement authority of the Soil 
Erosion and Sedimentation Control Act.

Activities that would fall under this ordinance 
include excavation, land clearing, land tilling, and 
shoreline stabilization. Any activities that fall 
under the auspices of these regulations require the 
proper permit. Soil Erosion and Sedimentation 
Control Permits are required for any earth change, 
land surface changes and disturbances within 500' 
of a lake or stream, or of more than one (1) acre in 
size. District technicians are available to help 
landowners determine whether their site is 
environmentally sensitive and requires a permit.
Always determine the classification of your 
property before initiating any type of land 
alteration. Remember that wetlands, lakes, and 
streams fall under special restrictions. Again, 
county officials will be able to inform you if your 
activities may require special permits from the 
Department of Environmental Quality, but you, as 
landowner, are ultimately responsible for 
determining whether your site is environmentally 
sensitive.

Land Use and Building

If your activity falls into the category of land use, 
start by talking to the local zoning administrator.
A1l the jurisdictions in the Lake Leelanau 
watershed (see list on page 40) are zoned 
communities and each has restrictions on size, 
placement, etc., of virtually any type of 
construction.

Michigan has a tradition of strong township 
government.  State law provides for the primary

Responsibility, of regulating land use to the local 
level. Hence the formation of township and 
municipal planning commissions, zoning 
ordinances and zoning boards of appeal. Generally 
speaking, zoning ordinances regulate the use of 
land and water, particularly as it relates to 
construction of buildings, parking areas, fences, 
etc.

Landowners in the Lake Leelanau watershed who 
are planning to excavate for the construction, the 
moving, the alteration, or the repairing of any 
building or other structure should contact their 
village or township zoning administrator to secure 
a land use permit before proceeding with the 
project. In most cases, any work on a structure 
exceeding 100 square feet, with the exception of 
ordinary repairs, will require a permit from the 
appropriate township.

A land use permit from the townships is also 
required to establish a new use, or a change in use, 
for any structure or parcel of land in any land use 
zoning district. Many land use activities require 
special use permits from the townships and may 
involve a site plan review process and the 
approval of the township planning commissions.
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General Information on permits is available by calling the Leelanau Conservation District (256-9783)

Activity Permit Needed Permitting Agency

Install a drinking well. Drinking well permit. Environmental Health Department 
(page 48)

Install a septic system. Septic system permit, Soil Erosion 
Control Permit

Environmental Health Department 
(page 48). Leelanau Conservation 

District (page 46).
Disturb earth within 500 feet of any 
water body, or any earth disturbance 

of one acre or more regardless of 
location.

Soil Erosion and Sedimentation 
Control Permit, Part 91 of Act 451.

Leelanau Conservation District (page 
46).

Fill, drain, dredge or build on a 
wetlands. Wetland permit, Part 303 of Act 451. MDEQ (page 49). Leelanaul 

Conservation District (page 46).
Dredge, fill, add beach sand, or 

build a permanent dock, seawall, or 
wood barrier in a natural or artificial 

lake, pond, river, or stream, 
including major drains.

Soil Erosion Control Permit, Part 301 
of Act 451 (State Inland Lakes & 
Streams), Section 10 (Federal Rivers 
and Harbors Act), and Section 404 
(Federal Clean Waters Act) permits. 

MDEQ (page 49). U.S. Army Corps 
of Engineers (313-226-6413). 

Leelanau Conservation District (page 
46).

Install a temporary dock (summer 
season). No permit required. Local Zoning Administrator.

Build in a high risk erosion area. State permit, Part 323 of Act 451, 
Soil Erosion Control Permit.

MDEQ (231)775-3960. Leelanau 
Conservation District (page 46).

Build in a critical dune area. State permit, Part 353 of Act 45l , 
Soil Erosion Control Permit.

MDEQ (231)775-3960. Leelanau 
Conservation District (page 46).

Build in a designated flood plain. Township approval, Soil Erosion 
Control Permit.

Local Zoning Administrator. 
Leelanau Conservation District (page 

46).
Construct a new dam, reconstruct a 

failed dam, repair, enlarge, alter, 
abandon, or remove an existing dam.

Permit required from MDEQ, Soil 
Erosion Control Permit.

MDEQ (888)205-3443. Leelanau 
Conservation District (page 46).

Alter or occupy the river channel, 
streambed. or floodplain (all 

structures, including bridges and 
culverts are subject).

Floodplain permits required from 
MDEQ, Soil Erosion Control Permit.

MDEQ (231-876-4443). Leelanau 
Conservation District (page 46).

Major Developments

Environmental impact statement. 
Local governments may request an 
environmental impact statement on 
any proposed major action within 
their jurisdiction that may have a 

significant impact on the 
environment or human life. Soil 

Erosion Control Permit.

Council on Environmental Quality 
(517-335-8350). Leelanau County 

Drain Commissioner (231-256-
7688). Leelanau Conservation 

District (page 46).

Discharge wastes into a lake or 
stream from a small business or 

treatment plant.
NPDES MDEQ (page 49).
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New water weals and septic fields, or major 
alterations to either, will require special permits 
from the Environmental Hea1th Department (see 
page 48).  Specific steps must be taken to properly 
locate and install wells and septic systems . You 
and your community's health and safety re1y on 
the professionalism of the contractor you engage 
to do the job – never cut corners on these critical 
systems.

Incentive Programs

The Lake Leelanau watershed is also home to a 
number of organizations devoted to various 
aspects of conservation and environmental 
protection. For example, the Lake Leelanau Lake 
Association represents the interests of riparian 
landowners, but also engages in a broad range of 
activities that benefit anglers, swimmers and 
environmentalists. The Leelanau Conservancy 
works to protect natural lands in the watershed (as 
part of Leelanau County) and supports efforts like 
the Leelanau Watershed Council. Yet, the 
Conservancy avoids political advocacy and 
operates strictly with private sector tools

like conservation easements, land acquisition and 
education.

We hope that as you read the following pages, it 
becomes clear that a strong spirit of cooperation 
pervades the conservation network in the Lake 
Leelanau watershed. A prime example is the 
collaborative effort that produced this book – the 
South Lake Leelanau Watershed Protection 
Project is administered by the Northwest 
Michigan Resource and Development Council and 
funded by the Environmental Protection Agency. 
Over two years, $200.000 will be spent to 
underwrite an education and outreach campaigns, 
and to cost-share programs that will restore natural 
shorelines, exclude livestock from the lake, and 
prevent soil erosion. A local steering comluittee 
oversees the project. The committee includes staff 
members from all the local organizations in 
addition to citizen volunteers.

No amount of regulation alone will protect the 
quality of Lake Leelanau. Only an educated and 
conscientious resident community will guarantee 
that future generations will inherit a clean Lake 
Leelanau.
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Lake Leelanau Lake Association
http://www.lakeleelanau.org

John Fitzpatrick, President
Jim Miller, Vice President
P.O. Box 123
Leland, M1 49654
info@lakeleelanau.org

The Lake Leelanau Lake Association (LLLA) is 
the Lake Leelanau riparian landowners 
association. Founded in 1980, the LLLA claims 
many of the landowners on Lake Leelanau as 
paying members and many volunteer on a variety 
of committees that address riparian issues: water 
quality, swimmer's itch, fishing, zoning concerns, 
and watercraft safety, to name a few.

The Lake Association encourages partnerships 
with other organizations and members often find 
themselves involved in projects under more than 
one auspice. As an example, the Fishing 
Committee regularly meets with and helps the 
Fisheries Division of the DNR on planting and 
management issues. In 1994, the Committee 
installed “Christmas tree shelters'' in the lake to 
provide cover for small fish. The committee has 
also assisted the DNR in planting brown trout, 
lake trout, walleye and whitefish in Lake 
Leelanau. In 1996, the Committee purchased and 
planted 5000 bluegills in Lake Leelanau.

In close collaboration with the Leelanau 
Conservancy and other Leelanau County lake 
associations, the LLLA participates in the 
Leelanau Watershed Council. Since 1990, 
volunteers have aided in the process of gathering 
data on the physical and chemical properties of 
Lake Leelanau watershed. Plans are now under 
way to calculate a phosphorous budget for the 
lake, which will help to guide and gauge water 
quality improvement efforts in years to come.
For the past six years, Lake Association members 

have joined efforts headed by the Leelanau 
Conservancy to reduce the incidence of 
swimmer's itch in the lake. In the past, the LLLA 
has operated the spring programs aimed at 
discouraging the nesting of common mergansers 
near the lake. The Leelanau Conservancy has 
funded Dr. Blankenspoor's work in treating those 
who remain to cleanse them of the larvae which 
sustain the unpleasant swimmer's itch cycle. 
Volunteers have contributed hundreds of hours of 
labor. Results indicated that the swimmer's itch 
problem was greatly alleviated by this program.

The LLLA also engages in advocacy work for 
causes important to riparian landowners. A perfect 
example is the keyholing debate, also called 
funneling. As a member of the Northern 
Organization of Lake Associations (NOLA), the 
group monitors the course of legislative and court 
activity that establish ground rules for shared 
access. At the same time, the LLLA brings its 
views to the local township level to press for 
sensitive zoning regulation that protects the 
integrity of the lake and the rights of riparian 
owners.
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Leelanau Conservancy
http://www.theconservancy.com/

Brian Price, Executive Director

105 North First Street, P.O. Box 1007
Leland, Michigan 49654

The Leelanau Conservancy is a non-profit 
corporation founded in 1988 to support the 
conservation of the land and water resources of 
Leelanau County. The organization boasts over 
1600 Friends of the Leelanau Conservancy that 
underwrite the efforts of the Conservancy. The 
Conservancy's small but effective staff works out 
of headquarters in Leland. In eight years, the 
Leelanau Conservancy has acquired 720 acres in 
nature preserves and protected 620 acres in 
conservation easements.

The Leelanau Conservancy is not a political action 
type of organization that lobbies politicians. 
Instead, the Conservancy operates several 
educational and scientific programs and offers 
some powerful tools for private sector based land 
protection, such as the following:

Conservation easements offer a flexible tool to 
private landowners that want to protect the natural 
features on their land. These owners work with the 
Conservancy to place certain permanent, 
enforceable restrictions on their land called 
conservation easements. Each easement is a result 
of negotiations between the Conservancy and the 
landowner, addressing the needs of the landowner 
and conservation priorities for the land. The land 
stays in private ownership and the property owner 
may receive tax benefits while permanently 
protecting his or her land.

Land donations are occasionally offered by 
landowners as a gift or a bequest.

Land acquisition may be a possibility in natural 
areas of particular significance that merit 
Conservancy ownership. The Conservancy works 
with groups of neighbors and concerned citizens to 
raise funds locally for purchase of the property.

The Leelanau County Watershed Council is 
now in its eighth year. In Leelanau County, water 
resources are inseparable from the integrity of the 
land. This partnership between the Leelanau 
Conservancy, lake associations, and the Leelanau 
Conservation District conducts an ongoing water 
monitoring program on five major inland lakes 
and Leelanau County streams. The project 
provides information so that careful, informed 
decisions can be made about issues which affect 
our lakes and streams.

Conservation Planning has become an important 
area with the realization that growth is inevitable.
The Conservancy, in cooperation with local 
professionals, can assist landowners in designing 
limited developments which minimize the impact 
on the landscape and protect significant natural 
features.

The Conservancy Education Program features a 
variety of outings and classes to promote an 
awareness and appreciation of natural systems. 
The program operates all year long and includes 
nature walks, natural history field trips and natural 
history workshops. Some activities make use 
Conservancy preserves such as the Kehl Lake and 
Belanger Creek natural areas, others take 
participants on floats down the Cedar River and 
into the forests of South Manitou island.
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Leelanau Conservation District
http://www.leelanaucd.org

Buzz Long, Executive Director
Susan Cordes, Administrative Assistant
Molly Cypher, Forester
Steve Christensen, Soil Erosion control Officer
Chris Garthe, Technician
112 W. Philip Street, PO Box 205
Lake Leelanau, MI 49652-0205
(231)256-9783 | (231)256-9669

Designated by the Leelanau Board of 
Commissioners as the lead agency for water 
quality, the Leelanau Conservation District 
(District) has served the County since 1943. The 
District is administered by a Board of Directors, 
publicly elected by member landowners. The 
organization provides local coordination for State 
and Federal land and water management 
programs, and works with local governmental 
units to positively influence private land 
management decisions.

Originally, the District offered support services to 
farmers who wished to implement conservation 
practices on their farms. Over the years, the 
mission of the District has expanded to meet the 
needs of a changing Leelanau community. District 
duties now include forestry management, water 
quality programs, school programs, natural 
resources management and soil erosion control. In 
1995, the District conducted a survey of Leelanau 
residents and is now in the process of refining its 
future direction.

The District works closely in partnerships with 
other agencies, such as the Natural Resources 
Conservation Service (located in the same 
facility). The South Lake Leelanau Watershed 
Protection Project was an excellent example, in

which the District acted as the lead agency to 
identify sites and landowners in need of logistical 
support to implement Best Management Practices 
(BMPs) around the lake. District staff are well 
qualified to provide everything from design ideas 
to the actual plant materials for landscaping.

The District acts as the enforcement agency for 
Part 9l of Act 45l of 1994, the State's Soil Erosion 
and Sedimentation Control law. Landowners that 
wish to engage in construction or earth 
disturbances within 500 feet of any body of water, 
or any earth disturbance of one acre or more 
regardless of location, must obtain a local permit 
before any work is started. The permit may 
require that special precautions be taken to 
obstruct loose sediments from entering the water 
system, especially during rainstorms.

Other District activities include'.
• Spring tree and shrub sale.
• Annual meeting including Conservationist of 

the Year, Woodland Conservationist, and 
Contractor of the Year awards.

• Annual school programs, including the 
Countywide 5th and 6th grade speech contest, 
3rd grade forestry program, 5th grade 
Conservation Field Day, and the State-wide 
Envirothon team competition.

• Forestry consultations and the Forestry 
Steward- ship Incentive Program.

• Gypsy moth education program.
• Integrated Pest Management in County orchards 

to reduce pesticide requirements.
• Assistance with P.A. l16 applications & other 

MDEQ permit requirements.
• Assistance with closure of abandoned wells.
• Wildlife habitat development and packs and 

recreation programs.
• Lakeshore erosion control assistance and 

greenbelt establishment.
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Natural Resources Conservation 
Services
http://www.leelanau.cc/agriculture0005.asp 
(231)256-9783 | (231)256-9669

The Natural Resources Conservation Service
(NRCS) works hand-in-hand with the American 
people to conserve natural resources on private 
lands. The NRCS helps land users and 
communities approach conservation planning and 
implementation with an understanding of how 
natural resources relate to each other and to all of 
us and how our activities affect those resources.

Historically, the agency was founded to act in an 
advisory capacity to farmers after the 
environmental disasters that culminated in the 
Dust Bowl of the 1930s. As a branch of the United 
States Department of Agriculture, the agency also 
administers many of the agricultural conservation 
programs of the Federal government. Since then. 
and thanks in great measure to the programs of the 
NRCS, improved American agricultural practices 
have dramatically reduced the level of soil erosion.

While agriculture remains the focal point of the 
agency's activities, with the changing needs of the 
rural communities the NRCS has also evolved. 
The NRCS's mission has become more diversified 
as communities encounter natural resource-related 
problems (often related to growth and 
development) and find in NRCS many of the 
solutions. NRCS has the technical expertise and 
some six decades of experience to solve natural 
resource challenges and maintain and improve 
land users' economic viability.

NRCS is a key source of resource information and 
technology. Including:
• A national soil survey that provides soil resource 

data by county.
• A locally developed fruit site inventory and 

woodland suitability guide.
• Conservation systems designed for local 

conditions to sustain and improve soil and water 
quality.

• A total natural resources approach to 
conservation, based upon sound science and 
ecological principles.

NRCS is dedicated to the people, partnerships, and 
technology that will ensure the future of American 
agricultural productivity in harmony with a 
healthy land. NRCS relies on its partners to help 
set conservation goals and work with people on 
the land. Their partners include individual land 
users; conservation districts, local, State, and 
Federal agencies; industry; agricultural, natural 
resource, and professional organizations; and 
volunteers.

In Leelanau County, NRCS works closely with the 
Leelanau Conservation District. The two 
organizations share office facilities and 
collaborate as partners on a wide variety of water 
quality and conservation programs. Please feel 
free to stop by their office at 208 W. Main Street 
in the Village of Lake Leelanau.  

47

http://www.leelanau.cc/agriculture0005.asp


Chapter 4

Lake Leelanau
Watershed Management

Michigan State University
Extension
http://www.msue.msu.edu/portal/default.cfm?
pageset_id=27760 

J Robert Sirrine, Ph.D.
County Extension Director
8527 E Government Center Dr, Ste 107
Suttons Bay, MI 49682
msue45@msu.edu

For decades, MSU Extension has delivered the 
technical support of Michigan's foremost land 
grant university to the State's local communities. 
In its multifaceted mission, Extension acts as a 
clearinghouse for technical information, a source 
of expert advice on natural resource and 
agriculture issues, a facilitator of community 
development programs, a logistical support 
organization for local community decision 
makers, and a conduit for voicing community 
concerns to State level decision makers. As its 
mission statement reads, “MSU Extension helps 
people improve their lives through an educational 
process that applies knowledge to critical issues, 
needs and opportunities.''

MSU Extension in Leelanau County also 
provides practical, university-tested information 
on a variety of topics that affect water quality 
protection programs in the Lake Leelanau 
watershed. Soil, water and plant tissue analysis 
tests are available for a nominal fee. Advice on 
fertilizer and pesticide rates to minimize leaching 
and groundwater contamination is given to 
landowners. The Extension office has numerous 
publications available at little or no cost to the 
public – good sources for advice about lakes, 
septic systems, lawn care, composting, soil 
testing, water conservation, chemical use, and 
many other useful subjects.

Health Departments 

Benzie-Leelanau
http://www.leelanau.cc/government524800.asp 
7401 E. Duck Lake Rd Ste 100
Lake Leelanau, MI 49653
(231) 256-0200 

Grand Traverse
http://www.co.grand-traverse.mi.us/departments/health.htm 
Environmental Health: (231) 995-6051 
The Health Department (HD) enforces Federal 
and State water quality standards for public water 
supplies, including private drinking water wells. 
In this capacity, the HD regulates construction 
standards and issues permits for installation of 
on-site water wells and sewage disposal systems.

The well drilling industry for drinking water is 
carefully trained, licensed and monitored for the 
public's safety. Licensed well drilling companies 
customarily draw the permits for new drinking 
water wells and homeowners should be warned of 
well drillers that advise to them to circumvent the 
permit process.

The same holds true for the installation of septic 
tanks and fields. The permitting process assures 
that every precaution will be taken to protect the 
groundwater and surface water from 
contamination by a faulty or poorly designed 
septic system. Your family's welfare is directly at 
stake.

The Health Department also offers drinking water 
testing and limited surface water testing through 
the State Health Department Lab. The HD will 
often be called upon to diagnose groundwater and 
surface water contamination problems.
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Michigan Department
of Environmental Quality
http://www.michigan.gov/deq

Steven E Chester, Director
Constitution Hall
525 West Allegan Street
Lansing, MI 48913 

Land and Water Management Division 
(LWMD): (517)-373-1170.
Environmental Science and Services Division 
(ESSD): (517)335-2419.

In October 1 , 1995, the Michigan Department of 
Natural Resources (MDNR) divided into two 
agencies. One branch continued under the name 
of the MDNR. The other branch became the
Department of Environmental Quality (DEQ). 
Most of the regulatory functions that concern 
wetlands restrictions and water quality now come 
under the authority of the DEQ. 

The LWMD provides technical assistance and 
regulatory oversight over activities such as 
dredging or filling wetlands, streams; constructing 
or dismantling dams; constructing marinas, 
seawalls, or docks; building in a designated critical 
sand dune, wetland, or floodplain.  Landowners 
who wish to drain, fill or otherwise alter wetlands, 
or make any alterations to their shoreline on their 
property, including dumping beach sand or 
building a seawall, will need permits and approval 
issued by the LWMD. To save time, landowners 
may want to contact the Leelanau Conservation 
District first and establish what their options are 
and exactly what they may need to accomplish 
their goals.

The ESSD provides services related to all 
environmental programs administered by the 
DEQ. The seven main service areas in the ESSD 
are compliance assistance, environmental 
assistance, financial assistance, incentive 
programs, laboratory services, pollution 
prevention, and training.

Michigan Lake and Stream
Associations, Inc.
http://www.mlswa.org/ 

Sue Vomish, President: (269)782-3319
Wm. Scott Brown, Executive Director: 
(517)914-1684 

The Michigan Lake and Stream Associations 
(MLSA) is a State-wide group dedicated to 
conserving and improving Michigan's lakes and 
streams. The MLSA promotes the wise use of 
Michigan's water resources through membership 
initiated programs. For instance, MLSA gathers 
the results from water quality tests, such as secchi 
disk and phosphorous load tests, into a central data 
bank and provides the data to the State of 
Michigan – the only Statewide effort of its kind.

The MLSA monitors State legislative and agency 
activity and informs its members and the general 
public through a variety of means: general media, 
regional seminars, and a quarterly newsletter. 
Individual membership costs $35 in annual dues.
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