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Leelanau County, widely viewed as one of the most 
treasured landscapes in the Great Lakes region, faces 
enormous challenges in ensuring that as the county 
grows we meet the social and economic needs 
of the future in ways that do not compromise the 
environmental and scenic character of the peninsula. 

For years, we have recognized that the economic 
future of Leelanau is closely tied to its natural assets. 
The principal goal of the Leelanau General Plan, �rst 
adopted in 1995, recognizes the �unique character 
and quality of life on the peninsula� and states plainly 
that its focus would be �on balancing environmental 
protection, resource management, and economic 
development so as to provide a foundation for a 
sustainable economy�� The principal goal statement 
goes on: �This plan recognizes that a healthy economy 
depends on a healthy environment. Achievement 
of this goal means protecting the integrity of the 
land base for use by present generations without 
unnecessarily compromising the options of future 
generations.�

W E lc  O M E
But the question remains: What are the lands 

that are most vital to the environmental integrity of 
Leelanau County? Identifying those lands that have 
the highest integrity in terms of their capability of 
supporting a wide variety of native plants and animals 
is the focus of this report. It begins with a simple 
question: Can we use existing resource information to 
identify those lands which are most vital to supporting 
the �healthy environment� referred to in the Leelanau 
General Plan? 

The report that follows is an attempt to use existing 
information maintained by Leelanau County, applying 
a tested methodology based on accepted principals 
of conservation biology, to the unique landscapes 
of Leelanau County. The result is a ranking of the 
remaining natural lands in the county that can be 
utilized  by local planning o�cials, by individual 
landowners, and by the Leelanau Conservancy to 
guide our e�orts in preserving the integrity of the 
landscape to those areas which provide the greatest 
environmental bene�t. 
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This report does not attempt to identify all of the 
�hidden jewels� in Leelanau County. It takes a �macro� 
approach, looking at large intact tracts of landscape, 
undivided by roads and other barriers, that have the 
highest capability of protecting water quality and 
the native plants and animals. It is a good �rst step 
in looking at the entire landscape of the Leelanau 
Peninsula, and focusing on those areas most likely to 
contribute to the overall health of the environment.



Spring is now in full bloom. On this beautiful, if blustery 
day, a king�sher swoops out over the shallow waters of 
the tiny lake where I�ve come to watch birds and maybe 
�sh for a little while.

	 From my vantage point I can see, over the lake 
in the distance, the �ank of a large sand dune where, 
some 40 years ago, I sat down on a similarly blustery 
day, to write my �rst college geology paper. I chose to 
try to �gure out, without painstaking research, how this 
expanse of sand managed to collect on the brow of a 
blu� 300 feet above Lake Michigan. Then as now, I still 
try to ask and answer such questions about Leelanau 
County and its landscapes.

	 The dune formation I pondered back in 1968 is 
now part of the National Lakeshore. A trailhead leads 
to the top of my dune, and it would be a rare day to 
not see people enjoying the view, looking out over the 
Manitou Islands. That so many have the opportunity to 
enjoy, experience, and try to understand the landscape 
of this beautiful peninsula is a gift.

	 Having long ago learned the actual explanation 
of how this particular dune formed, my thoughts 
today drift to how and why � after these many years 
- Leelanau County still strikes me as one of the most 
precious landscapes in the world. My experience has 
shown me that it is possible to live in, and to attentively 
study the same small place decade after decade. The 
Leelanau peninsula ceaselessly evades and exceeds my 
comprehension.

A PlAcE ApART
	 My fascination with this corner of the world is 
far from unique. Having the good fortune to work 
for the Leelanau Conservancy has a�orded ample 
opportunities to observe how people interact with this 
place. Why are some people willing to signi�cantly alter 
their lives and plans to live here, and to try to �t in with 
the local culture and the landscape? Others come, may 
live here, but never seem to be quite as captivated. The 
�rst group believes Leelanau to be a uniquely beautiful 
place deserving special e�orts and careful stewardship. 
A second group, while agreeing that this may be a 
scenic corner of the Midwest, seems resigned to the 
idea that no place, however beautiful, can or should be 
exempted from the laws of economics and the march 
of time.

	 But this di�erence in attitude goes deeper I 
think. Aldo Leopold, in his famous essay �The Land 
Ethic,� identi�ed a �cleavage� among conservationists 
between those who �(A) Regard the land as soil, and its 
functions as commodity production; another group (B) 
regard the land as biota, and its function as something 
broader.� Leopold identi�es the �key log� which must be 
moved to build a broader land ethic as �simply this: quit 
thinking about decent land use as solely an economic 
problem. Examine each question in terms of what 
is ethically and aesthetically right, as well as what is 
economically expedient.�

	 To a large extent Americans have always regarded 
land as a commodity. In this view land is a means to 
an end, not an end in itself. Many people tend to value 
land, including Leelanau County, for its economic 
capacity � not just the ability to grow timber or cherries 
� but increasingly as a collection of view lots for 
condominiums, as home sites real or potential. 



	 Leelanau has changed greatly since 1968. 
No one argues that this peninsula should be 
frozen in time, an agrarian idyll from the mid-20th 
century. But many of us would likely suggest that 
this landscape does have qualities that truly are 
unique � dare I say �sacred�- and that a place of 
such beauty deserves extra e�ort when it comes to 
the way we use the land. This group seems to have 
internalized Aldo Leopold�s fabled �land ethic.� This 
group is willing to consider public investments in 
preserving farmland, thinks that new developments 
should be of a size and scale in keeping with the 
local vernacular, and in general wants to amend 
the view that holds land as a commodity. The �land 
ethic� group is not composed solely of retirees or 
conservationists � it includes builders, architects, 
and developers who are willing to take extra care 
in the way that they meet the needs of their clients 
while also considering the landscape.

	 There will be many challenges ahead, not 
only condominium developments but now wind 
farms as well. But perhaps the biggest challenge 
will be to maintain a sense that Leelanau is unique, 
is uniquely beautiful, and has a bright economic 
future if we continue to think of this peninsula in 
its entirety, and as a biotic community, not as a 
commodity.

Brian Price, Executive Director 
The Leelanau Conservancy

THE LEElANAU CONSER VANcY

�e Leelanau Conservancy is a non-pro�t Michigan 
corporation established in 1988 to support the conservation 
of the land and water resources of Leelanau County. 
	 Leelanau County is a place of unique natural beauty. It is 
a mosaic of rolling, forested hills formed by glaciers long ago, 
striking sand dunes rising from the deep blue waters of Lake 
Michigan, productive farms, and clear, pristine inland lakes. 
All of these elements combine to create this small and very 
special corner of the world. 
	 �ose elements that make Leelanau unique are in danger 
of being irrevocably altered. �e Leelanau Conservancy takes 
direct, non-political action to ensure that growth is balanced 
by corresponding protection of natural features. �ough we 
are fortunate that the National Lakeshore has protected so 
much of the southwest portion of Leelanau County, the key 
to Leelanau�s unique beauty is the diversity of land created 
by varying uses under private ownership � scenic orchards, 
beautiful woodlots, dramatic dunes, and open �elds. �e 
Leelanau Conservancy strives to keep this mosaic intact and 
in private ownership by working with landowners to protect 
important scenic and natural features.
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Planning, when done well, is among the most powerful 
tools available to the communities of Leelanau 
County. Resource based planning is a process that 
puts a community�s unique natural and agricultural 
features at the forefront of these e�orts. Based on good 
information and sound decision making, planning 
can guide rational land use decisions. It allows our 
communities to consider innovative tools for resource 
protection with fewer chances for legal challenges. And 
more importantly, it sends a clear message as to what 
our communities value and wish to preserve. 

	 Our state was graced with abundant natural lands. 
Now, with their number much reduced, we depend 
on local actions to address the conservation of these 
lands and our state�s natural history. The landscape of 
Leelanau County is part of the remaining foundation 
of our state�s natural heritage; it represents the best 
examples of our native ecosystems, natural plant 
communities, and scenic vistas.

	 Natural lands can serve a number of functions such 
as �ltering water, providing recreational opportunities, 
and maintaining wildlife habitat. Each of these functions 
enhances the overall vitality and prosperity of our 
county. By inventorying natural lands, Leelanau�s 
communities can determine where development 
is most appropriate. This way, we can avoid the 
unintended consequences of the typical planning 
process, such as open space becoming the �leftover� 
pieces, water resources being degraded, and our unique 
character being compromised.

	 Natural resource conservation is a fundamental 
component of any community�s long-term 
environmental and economic health. It is to our 
advantage that these resources be carefully integrated 
into the planning for the future development of our 
communities. Striking a balance between development 
and natural resource conservation and preservation 
is critical if Leelanau County is to sustain its unique 
natural heritage.

 	 This inventory identi�es and ranks the remaining 
natural lands in Leelanau County. 

	 Natural lands are de�ned as places on the 
landscape dominated by native vegetation that have 
various levels of potential for harboring high quality 
natural areas and unique natural features. In addition 
these areas may provide critical ecological services 
such as maintaining water quality and quantity, soil 
development and stabilization, pollination of cropland, 
corridors for wildlife travel, stopover sites for migratory 
birds, sources of genetic diversity, and �oodwater 
retention. However, the actual ecological value of these 
natural lands can only be truly determined through on 
the ground surveys. 

	 Successful natural resource planning requires 
more than simply protecting small nature preserves 
and trusting that they will remain in their current 
condition inde�nitely. Many human activities such as 
road construction, chemical and fertilizer application, 
�re suppression, and residential development can have 
a detrimental impact on populations of plants, animals, 
and insects and the natural communities in which they 
live. Changes in zoning, building codes, and technology 
can cause areas that were once considered �safe� from 
development to be exposed to development. In order 
to maintain the integrity of our natural lands, a more 
holistic approach to resource conservation must be 
taken. This holistic approach must look beyond borders 
to understand what happens on adjacent farmland,  
in a nearby town, or upstream.

RESOURcE PlANNiNG



	 The process used in this inventory was established 
by the Michigan Natural Features Inventory and has 
been used extensively in southern Michigan. It has been 
adapted here to assess the natural lands of northern 
Michigan and to rank them based on their natural 
resource values. It is recommended that the communities 
in Leelanau County incorporate this information into 
their master and recreation planning processes. It is 
further recommended that local governments and 
agencies �nd ways to assist private landowners in 
their own e�orts to protect land. The site maps and 
ranking data can be used by local municipalities, land 
conservancies, and other organizations to prioritize their 
conservation e�orts and assist in �nding opportunities to 
conserve Leelanau County�s unique natural heritage.

The landscape of Leelanau County  
is part of the remaining foundation  
of our state’s natural heritage; it  
represents the best examples of our  
native ecosystems, natural plant 
communities, and scenic vistas.
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Natural lands are places on the landscape dominated 
by native vegetation, such as forests, wetlands, stream 
corridors, and dunelands. Natural lands perform 
important ecological services such as maintaining 
water quality, providing places for recreation, and 
protecting wildlife habitat. Natural lands are a 
fundamental component of Leelanau County�s long-
term environmental and economic health.

	 The �rst step in the natural lands inventory for 
Leelanau County was to create an accurate base dataset 
using geographic information systems (GIS) that 
delineated these natural lands from other areas with 
a high degree of human in�uence such as residential, 
commercial, and industrial areas. This base dataset 
was created by extracting the natural landcover from 
Leelanau County�s 2001 land use data. This natural 
land cover was then updated by visually interpreting 
2005 aerial photography from the Michigan Center for 
Geographic Information.

	 Leelanau County�s 2001 land use data uses the 
Michigan Resource Information System (MIRIS) 2001 
classi�cation scheme. The update adhered to the MIRIS 
classi�cation scheme; however updated information 
was interpreted at the most basic level. This means that 
distinctions were made between forest and grassland; 
distinctions were not made between types of forests (i.e. 
lowland conifers and upland hardwoods). This decision 

was made because this level of detail was appropriate for 
the types of criteria used to evaluate natural lands.

	 The MIRIS classi�cation scheme has a minimum 
mapping unit of 2.5 acres. This means that any feature 
with a total area of less than 2.5 acres is not delineated 
from the surrounding land cover. This does allow, however, 
for the inclusion of long, sinuous areas such as privately 
owned shoreline when the total acreage is greater than 
the established minimum. Visual interpretations were 
made at a scale of 1 to 6,000 (FIGURE 1).

	 Following the land cover update, all adjacent natural 
land cover was merged together. This created a dataset 
that contained contiguous blocks of natural lands. Lakes 
and streams were treated as part of a contiguous block 
when they were surrounded on all sides by natural land 
cover. Lakes and streams with residential, commercial, or 
industrial areas adjacent to them were not included as 
part of a contiguous block. Sixty-six foot road corridors 
were then extracted from the contiguous blocks of natural 
lands previously created. The resulting dataset was then 
�ltered to exclude any natural lands that were less than 
10 acres in total size. The �nal Natural Lands Inventory 
dataset contains contiguous blocks of forests, shrubs and 
grasslands, wetlands, lakes and streams, and beaches that 
are 10 or more acres in total size. This delineation process 
identi�ed a total of 486 discrete natural lands in Leelanau 
County totaling 146,426 acres.

DEliNEATiNG NATURAl LANDS

The use of term natural in this report is not intended to imply that these 
lands are without human alteration or in�uence. The decision to use this 
term was made in an e�ort to provide the reader with best understanding 
of the types of lands that were delineated in this inventory.



FiGURE 1. Diagram illustrating the delineation of natural lands.

2005 aerial photography from the Michigan Center for Geographic Information shown at 1 to 6,000. Red lines depict a 2.5 acre grid.

Updated land cover polygons displayed at 1 to 6,000 with 66 foot road corridor.

Natural land boundaries displayed at 1 to 6,000.
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The strategy for ranking Leelanau County�s natural lands was based on an evaluation of criteria 
that re�ected general biodiversity based on the principals of landscape ecology. These criteria 
can be thought of in general terms: bigger is better than smaller; connected is better than 
isolated; and the presence of waterbodies and wetlands increases biodiversity value (FIGURE 2).

	 These criteria were evaluated for each natural area by converting the criteria to numeric 
scales and assigning a score to each. Following is a description of the importance of each criteria 
and a general description of how it was calculated.

  Generalized diagram 
illustrating relative biodiversity value  
based on size and shape, proximity,  
and diversity of land use types.

RANKiNG NATURAl LANDS


