
  

 

Prairies and forests...lakes, streams, rivers and wetlands...abundant wildlife and public natural lands... 
 
Nature’s beauty is all around you in Newaygo.  In Brooks Township, over 81% of the land is occupied by natu-
ral features.  It’s the natural character of the community that draw people to this place, and it takes the entire 
community to work together to promote the health and sustainability of our shared natural features. 
 

What’s the problem? 
Between 1970 and 2000, the number of people in Brooks Township increased 176%, from 1,330 residents to over 3,670 
residents.  At the same time the number of acres dedicated to residential land use more than doubled.  Projections indi-
cate that growth and development will continue, which could consume more natural lands if careful planning isn’t imple-
mented.  It seems that the very things that draw people—forests, prairies, lakes, streams and wetlands— could be lost if 
we don’t act now. 
 

What are we doing about it? 
Brooks Township officials and residents have chosen to 
take a proactive approach to plan for future growth with 
the following ideas in mind: 

To effectively plan for future growth and preserve high-
quality natural areas, the Brooks Township Planning 
Commission updated the township master plan in 2001.  
The Brooks Township Master Plan designates 
“Conservation Overlays” in various parts of the township 
(the diagonally shaded areas in the north east and south 
east parts of the township).  The Master Plan also desig-
nates “Rural Character” and “Preservation Overlays” 
around the lakes, streams and Muskegon River to offer 
additional protection for water resources.  The purpose of 
these designations is to promote a “low impact on the environment and the maintenance of natural habitat.”  But even 
with these legal provisions in place, more can be done to improve and protect the natural features we value and love.    
 

Private Landowners—What Can You Do? 
Many significant natural areas occur on private lands.  Simply put, our individual pieces of property are connected; 
they’re part of a larger system that forms the unique landscape of the Newaygo area.  This landscape provides habitat 
for many species of plants and wildlife, and the health of this landscape promotes a better quality of life for all that 
live here.  This worksheet has been developed to provide you with information on what you can do to be an active 
natural steward of your property.  If you have forest, prairie or barrens on your land, turn the page to learn about 
management options for your property. 

• Maintain open space 
• Prevent sprawl 
• Protect significant natural      

features and wildlife habitat 
• Prevent loss of the township’s 

rural and natural character 
• Maintain the high quality of life 

offered by healthy natural areas 

Prairies and Forests— 
Management Information 

for the Newaygo Landowner 
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At one time prairies and barrens covered large expanses throughout the Midwest.  In Michigan alone 2.35 million acres 
were classified as prairies and barrens.  Newaygo's historic dry sand prairies were large, grass-dominated openings that 
supported a range of animal and plant life.  The prairies were surrounded by barrens, grasslands dotted with trees such 
as white pine and white oak  Together, these areas ranged in size from 600 - 1,500 acres.  Surrounding Newaygo’s prai-
ries and barrens were dense forests of white pine and oak, along with other species like beech, sugar maple, and red 
maple.  

What Did Brooks Township Look Like 200 Years Ago? 

Newaygo’s landscape changed 
with the coming of European 
settlers.  Logging and failed 
farms in the 1800s left forests, 
prairies and barrens stripped of 
vegetation. Many of these areas 
were planted with rows upon 
rows of red pine in the 1920s 
and 1930s to prevent soil ero-
sion.  Fire, a key element in sus-
taining healthy prairie openings 
in the forest, was also sup-
pressed and left remaining prai-
ries defenseless against the in-
vading forests.  Today, residen-
tial, commercial and industrial 
development continue to take 
over natural areas at a growing 
rate.  Without the help of private 
landowners, sprawl will continue 
to consume forests, prairies and 
barrens.  As natural areas are 
lost, the plant and animal spe-
cies that depend on these places 
may be lost as well.  

If you are a prairie, barrens or forest landowner, we encourage you to… 
 

1) Maintain healthy forest areas where they occur on your property. 
 

2) Maintain open prairie and barrens areas where they occur on your property. 
 

3) Protect these areas from potentially destructive practices such as inappropriate  
off-road vehicle use, trash dumping, and excessive development. 

 
4) Consider converting forest sections on your property to barrens or prairie, especially those  

areas adjacent to existing prairie or barrens openings. 
 

5) Consider removing old scotch pine, red pine or neglected Christmas tree plantations  
where they occur on your property. 

 
6) Remove invasive, alien plants like spotted knapweed and St. Johnswort from your property,    

either by hand pulling, herbicide application or prescribed burns. 
 

7) Contact the Newaygo Conservation District or the USDA Natural Resources Conservation  
Service to obtain technical assistance for conservation planning on your property. 


