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INTRODUCTION

The Salem Township Master Plan is a policy document aimed at encouraging orderly and
efficient land use. It provides the legal basis for local zoning and the logical basis for
subdivision design, public improvement plans and for facilitating and guiding the work of the
Township Planning Commission and Township Board. It is also a means of communicating to
private organizations and individuals how they might relate their building projects to official
Township plans, and is the official way of relating Township plans to those of adjacent

communities and the region as a whole.

The Master Plan of Salem Township was originally adopted in 1992. Then and as now updated,
it is the result of analyses, surveys, and many meetings and discussions by the Township
Planning Commission and Township administration. It incorporates citizen input derived from
workshops, property owner surveys and formal public hearings. During the planning process, a
number of land use, development and other quality of life issues were explored. The Plan
includes a series of goals and objectives, policies and maps, which will guide future development

in the Township through the year 2030.

The Michigan Planning enabling Act, Public
Act 33 of 2008, as amended, gives Townships
the authority to prepare and adopt Master

Plans. The statute recognizes that the social

and economic conditions affecting the

OTTAWA COUNTY

Township are continuously changing. In order
to effectively respond to emerging issues and
to assure that the Master Plan remains a useful
guide for community change, the planning
process must be continuous. Annual reviews
of the Master Plan are therefore required and

comprehensive reviews of the Master Plan

FIGURE 1

é SALEM TOWNSHIP must be undertaken every five years.

LOCATION MAP
ALLEGAN COUNTY, MICHIGAN

DMARK
STRATEGIES

201 BIRD AVENLE NE
o SCALE GRAND RAPDS, WICHIBAN

SalemMP 1




CHAPTER1

NATURAL FEATURES INVENTORY

The physical environment provides both opportunities and constraints for development.
While a wetland or heavy soils can hinder construction, the presence of a stand of trees can
enhance a development project. The natural environment also contains valuable resources such
as potable groundwater supplies and farmland. These and other resources need to be both
conserved and protected if they are to be enjoyed by future generations. The following
discussion highlights significant aspects of the local environment as they pertain to future

planning considerations for Salem Township.
Regional Location

Salem Township is located in north central Allegan County and consists of 36 square
miles of land area. It is bounded on the east, south and west by Dorr, Monterey, and Overisel
Townships respectively, all of which lie within Allegan County. Jamestown Township, which
bounds Salem Township on the north, lies in Ottawa County. At the regional level, Salem
Township is approximately 20 miles southwest of downtown Grand Rapids (24 miles by road),
14 miles east of the City of Holland, and 13 miles north of the City of Allegan, in which the
Allegan County governmental offices are located. The shoreline of Lake Michigan is located
approximately 19 miles west of the Township. Major freeways in the area include US-131,
which runs north and south, 9 miles east of Salem Township, and Interstate 196 that runs
northeast to southwest six miles northwest of the Township. The M-6 expressway, which
intersects with 1-196, is only five miles to north.

Topography and Surface Morphology

The land surface within the Township varies from nearly level to hilly. Elevations vary
from 630 to 770 feet above sea level, with the highest elevations located in the northeast and the
lowest elevations located in the southwest. The greatest variations in terrain exist in the north
and west central portions of the Township. Local landforms are attributed to the action of
various ice sheets during past glacial periods. Nearly level areas are associated with out-wash

plains, flood plains, and till plains. Hilly areas are primarily associated with moraines.
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Climate

The climate in Salem Township, as in all of Allegan County, is cool and humid. Because of the
Township's proximity to Lake Michigan, extremes in seasonal temperatures tend to be modified making
winters comparatively shorter and warmer and the growing season longer than areas further inland. The
average minimum daily temperature in January is 16°F, and the average maximum daily temperature in

July is 84°F. The Township receives an average of 36 inches of rain each year.
Soils

The soils in Salem Township range from well-drained, sandy or loamy materials to poorly drained
soils formed in sandy, loamy and organic materials. Because local residents rely on septic fields for the
disposal of wastewater, the location of various soil types is an important consideration in future

development plans for the Township.

The Soil Suitability Map shows the location of soils within the Township and rates surface soils as
to their suitability for supporting buildings (development) and septic systems. The map is based on
information contained in the "Soil Survey of Allegan County, Michigan" prepared by the U.S.
Department of Agriculture. The map takes into consideration soil percolation rates, wetness, filter
qualities, shrink-swell properties and slope. As can be seen from the map, the vast majority of the

Township has soils that are poorly rated in both categories.

Generally, soils which have unsuitable characteristics for buildings or septic fields may still be
useful with on-site modifications. The Soil Suitability Map is, therefore, not a substitute for on-site
investigation or detailed engineering studies. The map does generally define those areas where intensive
development can lead to environmental and health hazards. The implications are that very little intensive
development can occur without significant site modification in the building development phase and that
significant development activity cannot be supported without improved public or private wastewater
treatment systems. The map is therefore useful for defining areas of the Township where, from an
environmental sustainability standpoint, intensive residential, commercial and industrial development

should be avoided.
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The "Farmland/Development Suitability Map™ represents an analysis that gives further

insight into farming and developmental capabilities of the various soils found in Salem
Township. The analysis shows that the best farmland soils often times constrain non-farm use
and development. The primary limitations are poor drainage, wetness or rapid permeability, all
of which contribute to an inability to support conventional on-site septic systems. The same
limitations also present significant problems when constructing building foundations, basements

and roads.

Soil Group A.

These soils pose severe septic and building limitations primarily due to wetness and
ponding. These are also prime farmland or prime if drained soils and are considered the
most desirable for long term farming purposes. Exceptions are prime soils that are
found in flood plains and lowlands associated with stream courses. In these areas,
intensive cultivation requires improved drainage and farming practices often pose the
greatest threat to surface water quality. In Salem Township many of the prime soils
associated with the drainage courses are maintained as woodland or scrub vegetation.
The majority of these soils are found in the northern two tiers of Sections with the
largest concentration being in Sections 1, 2, 11 and 12. The east and west reaches of the
Rabbit River flood plain areas are also dominated by these soils. The soils appear as
dark green on the Farmland/Development Suitability Map.

These soils are the least desirable from a development standpoint with or without
utilities and therefore should support the lowest densities of residential development.

Soil Group B.

Group B Soils are well suited for specialty crops and/or moderately suited for field
crops with severe septic system and severe building limitations. Due to high water
tables and wetness, these soils pose severe limitations on septic systems and buildings.
These soils are moderately suited to well-suited for farming practices with increased
management. Along with Group A soils, these soils should be considered the least
supportive of development with or without utilities and therefore should support the
lowest densities of residential development. These soils occur in many scattered,
relatively small concentrations throughout most of the Township. The soils appear as
bright green on the Farmland/Development Suitability Map.

Soil Group C.

Group C soils are considered prime farmland or soils moderately suited for field crops
or well suited for specialty crops with slight to moderate septic limitations and slight to
moderate  building limitations. They appear in light yellow on the
Farmland/Development Suitability Map. These soils are grouped together to illustrate
the soil types that appear to be the most naturally suited for development without
utilities. Many of the same soil qualities that allow them to support septic systems and
structures also make them good farmland. Most are, in fact, within the A-1 Agricultural
Conservation District and are actively farmed.
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within the Township as determined by the U.S. Department of Agriculture. Such lands are
naturally endowed with the soil quality, growing season and moisture content necessary to
sustain high crop yields under average farming practices. Map 4 also shows the lands that private
property owners have enrolled in the State of Michigan’s “Farmland Preservation Program” or
“PA 116 Program”. That program enables property owners to voluntarily preserve their farmland
in exchange for certain tax advantages. It is somewhat ironic that, the vast majority of land in the
PA116 program is not classified as “prime”. Also ironic is the fact that most the Township's
prime farmland is also naturally conducive to supporting septic systems and building structures.
Those areas are concentrated in the north central part of the Township which has much the

Township's most active farming operations. Significant development in those areas, will interfere

Soil Group D.

This grouping of soils contains some prime farmland, but in Salem Township they are
primarily soils that are just moderately suited for field crops or well suited for specialty
crops. They pose severe septic limitations but slight to moderate building limitations.
The primary development limitation for these soils is rapid permeability which makes
heavy or intensive septic system utilization a potential threat to ground water. Very low
development density may be acceptable but increased densities of development should
only be allowed if the ground water source is well protected. Higher densities should
only be allowed when utilities (at least sewer) are available. The primary concentration
of Group D soils are in the areas between the Little Rabbit River and the main branch of
the Rabbit River and most of the areas south of the Rabbit River. They appear in brown
on the Farmland/Development Suitability Map.

Soil Group E.

Group E soils are poorly suited for farming and unsuited for development due to slope,
wetness and flooding. In Salem Township most of these soils are also represented as
flood plains and wetland areas. The largest of these areas are found along the Little
Rabbit River, Rabbit River and other drainage courses. They appear as robins’ egg blue
on the Farmland/Development Suitability Map.

Soil Group F.

Within Salem Township, there are a small number of active and un-reclaimed sand and
gravel mining operations where the surface and subsurface soils have been removed.
Such areas require independent investigation to determine their use capability. They
appear as grey on the Farmland/Development Suitability Map.

The Prime Farmlands Map on the next page shows location of prime agricultural lands

with farm operations, and over time, result in additional disinvestments in agriculture.

limitations that soils present for development are two very important factors in the development

In Salem, the existence of extensive areas of important farmland and the environmental

of the Future Land Use Plan for the Township.
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Surface Waters

The Kalamazoo River watershed is the primary watershed within which Salem Township
is located. It is fed by several sub-watersheds including the Rabbit River watershed to which all
land areas within Salem Township drain. The Rabbit River eventually flows into the Kalamazoo
River about 10 miles west of the Township. The Kalamazoo River, in turn, eventually flows into
Lake Michigan near Saugatuck. On the Hydrology Map, the Rabbit River itself flows through the
southern third of Salem Township. Within the Township, the major feeder streams to the Rabbit
River include the Pigeon Creek in the southeast, the Little Rabbit River Drain in the northeast
and central, and the Black Creek Drain in the northwest. The Rabbit River Watershed is
presently listed as one of eight watersheds on the MDEQ's "Michigan Unified Watershed
Assessment and Watershed Restoration Priorities™ list. It is also ranked third out of twenty eight
in the state as a "Conservation Priority Area for the USDA's Environmental Quality Incentive
Program to Reduce Non-Point Source Pollution." While much of the main channel of the Rabbit
River within Salem remains as a "State Designated Trout Stream”, significant impairments have
none-the-less occurred as a result of increased sedimentation, deforestation and pollution.
Included are a decrease in biotic diversity, reduced fish populations and flooding.

Throughout the Township, the land uses along the streams banks are almost entirely rural
and wooded. Some have however been directly impacted by agricultural practices and clearing
associated with rural residences. Most streams banks are, however, characterized as corridors of
wooded wetland or rolling woodland. Many locations immediately adjacent to the streams are

subject to periodic flooding but there are no federally defined 100 year flood plain areas.

Water quality and wildlife diversity within a watershed are directly related to the land
management practices within that watershed. For example, if a new housing development creates
a large amount of impervious surface such as rooftops and streets, and storm water is not
properly managed, it is possible that the rate and volume of flow into and within the creek,
stream or river will increase to a point that stream bank erosion occurs. Stream bank erosion will
increase silt on the streambed, indirectly change the chemistry of the water, and increase the
turbidity of the water. Any of these changes could have an adverse effect on the wildlife that is

dependent on the stream or river for survival.

SalemMP 10
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Wetlands are another important hydrological feature in Salem Township. Wetlands are
complex ecological systems that provide valuable drainage, flood control as well as water
purification functions. Wetlands that overlay groundwater recharge areas improve groundwater
quality by filtering the water as it percolates through the soil. Wetlands located along a
watercourse protect surface water quality by filtering surface run-off. Finally, wetlands are
highly productive ecosystems, which provide an essential habitat to much of Michigan's fish and
wildlife. The Hydrology Map illustrates the existence of a significant number of wetlands in the
Township and most are directly linked to the rivers and streams.

Lake Monterey in Section 35 is the only significant water body within Salem Township.
The lake is approximately 280 acres in size and was created by the construction of a dam across
the Pigeon Creek. The lake was created as an amenity for the Sandy Pines Campground, a
privately owned development. The development contains over 2,400 permanent recreation

vehicle sites, a restaurant, and support facilities and essentially rings the shore of the entire lake.

"Eutrophication” is a term used to describe the aging process of lakes and all of the
Township's lakes show the early signs of eutrophication. A general observation of Lake
Monterey will indicate that it is likely in a mesotrophic to mid-eutrophic in its "age" or life cycle.
This means that in terms of the life cycle of a lake, it is roughly middle age to slightly old age.
The process is a result of increasing levels of nutrients such as phosphates in surface water.
Eutrophication occurs naturally but pollution and increased runoff due to deforestation around
the lake can drastically accelerate the process. Excess weed growth and algae blooms are the
tangible results. While some aquatic weed growth is desirable as fish cover, excessive growth
can lead to depleted dissolved oxygen levels and the degradation of the lake habit for
invertebrates and fish. Extreme anaerobic conditions can also foul the air and result in "fish
kills." Land use planning and zoning should recognize the need for the long term protection of
surface waters by encouraging the maintenance of green belt corridors along major streams and
lake shorelines. Where implemented, development regulation can ensure that land development
activities provide protection. Among the regulatory measures that can be effective are:

» Limiting peak run-off volumes after development to pre-development levels through

use of on-site storm water detention and retention facilities and limiting the extent of
impermeable surfaces on development sites.

SalemMP 12



e Requiring prompt re-vegetation of disturbed areas and prohibiting
development on excess slopes.

* Requiring ample setbacks from stream banks and shorelines.

» Encouraging and/or requiring open space along stream banks and shorelines in all
new residential developments.

» Requiring that all new development provide measures that protect against spills and
the release of hazardous materials.

A significant effort to address these issues is the watershed management project taking
place within the area. Through educational and financial assistance, the Upper Rabbit River
Watershed Planning Project encourages each local unit of government within the watershed to
implement "smart growth™ and “low impact” development policies and provides landowners,
farmers and residents an opportunity to establish goals for local water quality. The project has
helped to identify and establish critical watershed areas, proposes best management practices and
has produced a Watershed Management Plan covering the 187,200 acre watershed. This project

is on-going and is being conducted in association with the Allegan Conservation District.

Groundwater

Salem Township residents must rely on groundwater as their only supply of drinking
water. Efforts to avoid nitrates by drilling deeper wells often produce salty water. To date, the
County Health Department has notified landowners if nitrates affect their water when
landowners apply for septic permits. The County leaves the landowners responsible for the
treating of their water. However, the County is considering changing its current practices and

denying septic field permits if nitrates are present in the applicant's water supply.

Private wells supply all of the water for residential, commercial and industrial land uses
within Salem Township. Many wells draw from the confined glacial drift aquifer, which is
separated from the surface by a "confining” layer of clay or rock. Some wells draw from the

unconfined aquifer, which is more vulnerable to contamination from the ground surface.

Groundwater is an important but unseen resource and because it is not easily observed, it
is particularly vulnerable to mismanagement and contamination. The leading causes of
groundwater contamination in Michigan are from small businesses and agriculture. More than
50% of all contamination comes from small businesses that use organic solvents, such as
benzene, toluene and xylene, and heavy metals, such as lead, chromium and zinc. The origin of

the problem stems from careless storage and handling of hazardous substances.
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In some areas of Salem Township the groundwater contains significant concentrations of nitrates.
The source of the nitrates is unclear, but the Allegan County Health Department believes that the nitrates
result from a combination of fertilization and other agricultural practices, on-site septic systems, and the
natural characteristics of soils associated with the Rabbit River and other local drainage ways. There
continues to be a general lack of data regarding the local aquifers and the extent to which contamination
may already exist. Recent advances at the county and state levels in collecting and mapping well log data
promise to improve this situation and may soon allow local units to access well data for use in local land
use planning. The Groundwater Sensitivity map shows the areas in the Township that are most vulnerable
to groundwater contamination. The most sensitive areas are in a central to southwesterly band in the along
the Little Rabbit River and Rabbit Rivers as well as in portions of the extreme south. Relatively

impermeable or thick overburden protects the lower aquifers in the rest of the Township.

Woodlands

The majority of local forested lands are concentrated in the central and southern portions of the
Township and most are associated with the Rabbit River, Little Rabbit River and drainage ways. Local
forested lands include northern, central, and lowland hardwoods; aspen and birch associations, and pine
stands. These wooded areas provide a variety of habitat settings for wildlife and are an important attribute
of the local landscape. As development occurs within the Township, careful site designs which recognize
tree stands as an important amenity can lead to enhanced projects and contribute to maintaining the

overall rural character of the Township.
Wildlife

The brush, woodlands, wetlands, native grasslands, and waterways of Salem Township provide
good habitat for wildlife. With much of the area being undeveloped and dedicated to agriculture, it is
prime habitat for white tail deer. The brush, woodlands, wetlands, native grasslands and waterways also
provide good habitat for squirrels, and raccoon. Other wildlife includes cottontail rabbits, red and gray
fox, muskrat, mink, opossum, skunk, various song birds, ruffed grouse, woodcocks, Great Blue Herons
and waterfowl. Sandhill Cranes and Trumpeter Swans may also exist in the Township. The miles of

streams and drains, along with Lake Monterey (privately stocked), also provide a variety of game fish.

This variety of wildlife is an impressive resource and provides those who hunt, fish, and enjoy

viewing wildlife with invaluable recreational opportunities.

SalemMP 15



Mineral Resources

Gas companies have found that geological formations beneath Salem Township are optimal for the
underground storage of gas. For many years, during the summer months, gas has been piped from outside
the state and held in the ground beneath the Township until winter, when it is distributed to many areas
throughout West Michigan. These gas storage areas lie beneath large areas of the north and central

portions of the Township. Gas companies have made leasing arrangements to allow for the underground
storage of gas with many local property owners. Local storage operations also provide an important
contribution to the local tax base. There are also approximately 80 oil wells in Salem Township. Most are
stripper wells, capable of producing only small volumes of oil per day. The operation of these wells is

sporadic and is tied to the price of oil.

A number of sand and gravel mining operations have located within the Township but in the last
few years, mining activity has decreased dramatically. Most of the mining operations are located in the
northern one half of the Township where there are relatively large deposits of sand and gravel and where
the proximity to major development activity in communities to the north and northeast was closer. Mining
activity closely parallels development and as development activity increases the demand for these

materials will once again increase.

SalemMP 16



CHAPTER 2

EXISTING LAND USE

Salem Township's total land area consists of 36 square miles or 23,040 acres. The
majority of its land acreage is either actively farmed or remains as open fields and woodlands.
Over the last three decades however, a significant change in land use has been occurring with the
conversion of agricultural/open space lands to low density single-family residential use. As the
Grand Rapids metropolitan area and the Holland/Zeeland areas have continued to grow, Salem
has become increasingly attractive to individuals who work in urban areas but prefer to live in a
rural setting. This trend became very evident in the 1980s and 1990's when a large number of

new homes were built by individuals who tended to locate along existing county mile roads.

The following maps illustrate the existing land use in Salem Township as it existed in
1978, 1996 and 2012. On the first two maps, one can easily see that the predominant pattern of
residential development was along the section line roads throughout much of Township. In large
part, however, the most recent concentrations of homes have occurred in the form of subdivision
and condominium housing developments, on private roads. That shift can be easily seen by
comparing all three maps and on the 2012 map the trend toward residential development along
numerous, short, internal roads is quite apparent, particularly in the south and western parts of
the Township. Since 1996, the general trend toward residential development has resulted nearly

800 additional homes in the Township.

The geographical center and focal point of Salem is the settlement of Burnips, situated
near the intersection of 143rd Avenue and 30th Street. Several commercial and industrial
establishments, the township hall and park, and numerous homes are concentrated in this area.
Another major land use in the Township is the Sandy Pines Campground, situated around Lake
Monterey in the southeast portion of the Township. Elsewhere, the Township remains
predominantly rural with a good deal of farming activity, many scattered residences, and an
increasing number of small housing developments. Following is a description of specific land

use types in the Township:

SalemMP 17
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