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Where the land meets the water is an amazing area full
of life with many plants, animals and fish that spend all or
part of their lives near the lake. How the shoreland, including
the upland, wetland, and water, areas are managed 
determines lake health. An undeveloped lakeshore will
have a mix of trees and shrubs, flowers, grasses (native),
ferns, and aquatic plants in the nearshore areas in many
of Michigan’s lakes. This natural vegetation helps keep 
a lake healthy by protecting the shoreline from erosion;
providing homes, food, and refuge for fish and wildlife;
and filtering pollutants from runoff.  

However, the National Lakes Assessment indicates that
Michigan’s inland lakeshores are losing too much natural
vegetation and need better care. The results of the 
assessment show the loss of lakeshore habitat is the
biggest threat to the overall health of Michigan’s inland
lakes. Fifty percent (50%) of Michigan inland lakes have
shoreline and nearshore habitat in poor condition while
nutrient conditions are poor in about ten percent (10%)
of Michigan lakes. This threat is a result of the cumulative
effects of lakeshore development. Native plants are 
replaced with expansive lawns up to the water’s edge, 
excessive impervious surfaces and houses built too close
to the lake and too large for the lot. Seawalls and lake
level control structures are installed and nearshore
aquatic plants and woody habitat (trees and branches)
are removed. Overdeveloped lakeshores cannot support
fish, wildlife, or clean water. 

A landscaping approach that has expansive lawns, with
few trees, shrubs, wildflowers and few or no aquatic
plants and logs in the water is typical of an urban, park-like
landscape. Often lakefront property owners bring with
them this traditional (high-impact) landscaping idea. 
Unfortunately, this landscaping approach causes many
problems for the lake. 

Protecting Our Lakeshores 

The different layers of vegetation of an 
undeveloped lakeshore. Photo: Jane Herbert

Fifty percent (50%) of 
Michigan inland lakes 
have shoreline and 
nearshore habitat in 
poor condition while 
nutrient conditions are 

poor in about ten 
percent (10%) of 
Michigan Lakes.

(2012 National Lakes Assessment)
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Habitat is eliminated, easy pathways for water 
pollution are created, the shoreline is left unprotected
against erosion, and the water is exposed to more
sunlight. Without shade at the water’s edge, the
water becomes warmer and oxygen levels in the
water decrease, causing problems for fish and their
food supplies. Lawns are also a perfect invitation
for Canada geese. They can be a nuisance and
their droppings can easily wash into the lake, adding
nutrients and bacteria. Owning a lakefront property
and deciding how it is developed is a choice. Many
properties are already overdeveloped, but others
are not. Protecting or restoring your lakefront property
will show you care about the lake and the other life
that call the lake and surrounding land home. This
booklet provides information about being better
shoreland stewards. Share your shore with the
fish and wildlife that live there because it is their
only home.  

WHO IS AT RISK?

67% of threatened or endangered    
birds, fishes, reptiles and amphibians in Michigan
spend all or part of their lives in shoreland areas. 

Under the public trust doctrine, Michigan holds  
all fish, amphibians, reptiles, mussels, mammals, 

birds and other wildlife in trust for the  
benefit of the people of Michigan. 

(Conservation Guidelines for Michigan Lakes and Associated Natural Resources) 

Showing how expansive lawns have replaced 
natural shoreland vegetation.
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Program Introduction

Conserving Michigan Lakes
Lakeshore development, landscaping, and erosion control
can be done in a way that minimizes negative impacts to the
lake and meets lakefront property owners’ recreational needs.
But what is best for Michigan lakes? The Michigan Department
of Natural Resources offers an answer to this question in the
report titled Conservation Guidelines for Michigan Lakes and
Associated Natural Resources. Recommendations for protect-
ing and restoring the natural resources of Michigan lakes are
outlined in this report.

These guidelines follow an ecosystem-based approach to
natural resource management that combines ecological, social,
and economic considerations towards the goal of conserving
and sustaining our natural resources. In short, these guidelines
are development recommendations that provide for recreational
enjoyment and lake health.

The MI Shoreland Stewards Program was developed to 
recognize lakefront property owners who maintain their lake-
front properties with lake-friendly practices. Conservation
guidelines have been integrated into the program where 
applicable to individual properties. The program is an online
educational tool to help lakefront property owners:

[ Evaluate their shoreland management practices.

[ Get advice about being a good steward of the lake.

In general, research 
indicates that 25% or less
alteration or development 
of any inland lake habitat 
component is recommended
to provide reasonable 
access and recreational 
use while still preserving
the ecological integrity 
and protection of the 
public trust.

(O’Neal & Souilliere, 2006)

•   An online survey for lakefront property owners. At this time the survey is only designed
    for inland lake properties. While many practices do apply to the Great Lakes and river-
    front properties, there are some questions that are inland lake specific.
•   A personalized certificate for qualifying properties (participants with accounts only).
•   An option to purchase a sign for qualifying properties to be placed on the lakeshore.
•   An option for lake associations to register on the website.

The MI Shoreland Stewards Program offers: 
www.mishorelandstewards.org

http://www.michigandnr.com/PUBLICATIONS/PDFS/ifr/ifrlibra/special/reports/SR38.pdf
http://www.michigandnr.com/PUBLICATIONS/PDFS/ifr/ifrlibra/special/reports/SR38.pdf
http://www.mishorelandstewards.org
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Getting Started

Participation in the MI Shoreland Stewards Program is easy and can be done
from your computer or a mobile device. To take the survey individuals can either
create an account or take the survey without one. We prefer that you create an
account because that helps us better understand what is happening at your inland
lake and identify areas for improving the program and other lake protection efforts.  

“Not only can you learn how to protect the lake waters and prevent erosion,
you may also keep those pesky geese away,” said Hal Willens, Vice President
of the Pickerel-Crooked Lakes Association. “And if you already have a healthy
shoreline, you can receive a recognition plaque to encourage your neighbors.
There are even resources for beautiful native plants to add to your landscape
and the appropriate people to help you accomplish your goals. I encourage
you to try out the website today." 

HAVE AN 
EXISTING
SEAWALL? 

See page 7, 
“Properties with 

Seawalls,” for more 
information. 

INDIVIDUAL REGISTRATION INFORMATION
Registering for an account enables you to:
1)   Save your answers. If you do not register your answers will be lost as soon as the browser 
      is closed. You can register and save at any time throughout the survey.

2)   Return to an unfinished survey exactly where you left off.

3)   View your survey answers and suggested areas for improvement at any time.

4)   Print your survey answers and suggested areas for improvement.

5)   Showcase photos of your property.

6)   Receive and print a personalized certificate at the end of the survey if your property qualifies.

7)   Connect with your lake association (if they have registered on this site).

Place a sign on your
qualifying lakefront property!

(See page 14)
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Lake Association Registration

Lake associations are provided an opportunity to register on the MI Shoreland Stewards Program
website to connect with their members. Go to the “Lake Associations” page to find out how to register.  

Lake associations that register on the MI Shoreland Stewards Program website will be provided their
own lake association page on the Shoreland Stewards website. Lake association contacts can 
designate who can manage their account and contact information. There is also a short tutorial video
available after login to help lake association contacts manage their page. 

Once a lake association is registered, they are provided with different features and resource materials
to connect and promote the program with their members.  

FEATURE: 
Map Icon
An icon will appear on
the map at the location of
the lake association once
an account is activated.
This icon is linked to the
lake association page to
provide information about
the association. 
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FEATURE: 
Registration 
Listing
The name of a registered
lake association is included
in a drop down box for par-
ticipants to choose during
account registration.  

The “Registration Listing” feature allows lake association contacts to be notified automatically through
e-mail when a registered resident of their lake completes a survey. Lake association contacts are only
able to view the survey results of the residents on their lake who have registered. This provides lake
associations with the opportunity to recognize those landowners who have become Shoreland Stewards. 

FEATURE: MI Shoreland Stewards Promotional Materials
Registered lake associations are provided access to promotional materials that can be used
to inform property owners about the program. 

•     Shoreland Stewards articles for lake association newsletters.

•     Shoreland Stewards promotional ads (1/2 page and 1/4 page ads).

•     Shoreland Stewards mailer.

•     Shoreland Stewards electronic/digital files of the Shoreland Stewards signs if a lake 
      association wants to add their logo to the sign. Please note: The MNSP logo must 
      remain on the sign. All costs are the responsibility of the lake association.

As a lake association watershed biologist for Glen Lake, I find the lake association
registration component of the Michigan Shoreland Stewards Program a valuable tool
in evaluating our membership’s participation with this exciting program. Not only
does it give support and encouragement for other lake associations to participate,
but it also provides us with excellent information to share with our membership.

Rob Karner, M.S. 

“
”
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There are numerous natural, as well as unnatural,
causes of shoreline erosion. In the past, a seawall
was a common solution for erosion control. Seawalls
cause many problems for the lake and neighboring
properties. Wildlife that need to get in and out of the
lake (i.e., turtles need to lay their eggs on land) find
a wall they cannot climb. Seawalls cause erosion on
neighboring properties and erode the lake bottom
(scour) because the wave energy hitting the wall goes
sideways and downward.

Properties with Seawalls

No New Seawalls
The MI Shoreland Stewards Program discourages the installation of seawalls. Sites with new seawalls
installed after December 31, 2018, will not be able to qualify to be a Shoreland Steward.

Existing Seawalls
Preventing new seawalls is important; however, there are existing seawalls where it may not be practical
to remove and replace with a healthier option for the lake. If a seawall already exists on your property
you can potentially still be recognized as a Shoreland Steward. There are management practices that
can help improve a survey score though not every property with a seawall will be able to qualify as a
Shoreland Steward.

Failing Seawalls
For the purposes of this program, a replacement seawall is not considered a new seawall. However,
if your seawall needs replacing you are encouraged to look at more lake-friendly options. Replacing
a failing seawall with a more lake-friendly option is a recommended practice when feasible.

Photo: Jane Herbert 
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Alternatives to Seawalls
The MI Natural Shoreline Partnership promotes bioengineering tech-
niques for shoreline erosion. There many different options depending
on site characteristics that are healthier for the lake. While not every
site is a good candidate for bioengineering techniques, there are 
alternatives to seawalls for erosion control even for properties with
high wave energy and ice problems. Solutions will vary depending on
the site. In general, bioengineering control solutions are less expensive
than seawalls.

A Michigan 
Department of 
Environmental 
Quality Permit 
is required for all 
construction at 
the shoreline.

www.mi.gov/deqinlandlakes 

See the Michigan Natural Shoreline Partnership 
website for more information on problems with 
seawalls and bioengineering erosion control.

www.mishorelinepartnership.org

Maple Lake, Village of Paw Paw 
Photo: Jane Herbert 
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Can Every Property Qualify?
Every property is different. Some will qualify right away and some properties will need some
practices changed before a gold, silver, or bronze level can be achieved. However, many properties
may never qualify for recognition for a variety of reasons. The survey provides some general
suggestions for improving your score. Once improvements are made the survey can be taken again. 

Please note: Properties that have a seawall installed after December 30, 2018, will not qualify to
be a MI Shoreland Steward. (See page 7 Properties with Seawalls for more information). 

Survey: What Level Are You?

The MI Shoreland Stewards Program offers three different recognition levels:
Gold, Silver, and Bronze.  

If a property does not qualify to be a MI Shoreland Steward, the survey will indicate a “Starter Level.” 

In general, a MI Shoreland Stewards property will have a high percentage of native vegetation, minimal
impervious surfaces, limited storm water amounts entering the lake, natural/bioengineered erosion
control instead of a seawall, and some aquatic plants and trees/branches remaining in the lake.
There is a potential for a property with an existing seawall to qualify. Below are some general descriptions
of what a property might look like for each level.  

BRONZE
A property at this level may
or may not have a seawall.
If there is a seawall, best
management practices are
being used to reduce the
negative impact of the 

seawall. This property will
have natural vegetation, but
may also have more lawn
than a property at the Silver
or Gold levels. Storm water
runoff has been minimized
and is not causing erosion.

SILVER
A property at this level will
have fairly high levels of 
natural vegetation and 
will not have a seawall.
However, there may be
more lawn than the Gold
level. Storm water runoff 
is not getting directly to
the lake or causing erosion
problems. Erosion at the
shoreline is managed in 
a lake-healthy manner. 

GOLD
A property at this level 
will have the most natural
conditions with very high
levels of natural vegetation
and very little lawn. It will 
not have a seawall. Aquatic
plants will be in the lake

(where they would naturally
exist), storm water runoff is
not directly entering the lake
or causing any erosion 
problems. Buildings may 
be difficult to see from 

the lake. 
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The illustration below shows a property that has transitioned from the starter level to the highest
recognition level. It is initially a “Starter Level” due the amount of lawn in both the buffer and upland
zones, the maintained/unnatural beach along the entire property, the entire shoreline being used to
access the lake and all the plants removed in the aquatic zone. However, this property does have
many positive characteristics such as no seawall, it hasn’t been overbuilt with too many/too large of
buildings, and does not have other impervious surfaces. Improving the survey results for this property
can be accomplished fairly easily through reducing the lawn size. Native trees and plants have been
added into the landscape while maintaining a view, access to the lake, and a swimming area. There
are many properties similar to this one throughout Michigan where reducing the lawn size is needed
to improve the survey score. However, other properties may have more challenges to overcome. 

Starter: If the results of your survey indicate that your property is at the “Starter” level you are
encouraged to make some improvements and take the survey again. The survey provides some
general suggestions for improvements. If you are registered, your answers will be saved and you
can also print your survey results. Remember, every property is different and while not every
property will be able to qualify for a MI Shoreland Stewards recognition level everyone can do
something to help their lake.  

Illustrating a property moving from Starter Level to Gold Level. Graphics: Kristin Faasse 



11 www.mishorelinepartnership.org

The survey includes questions about most aspects of property management, both on the land and
in the lake. There are a total of 38 questions though not every respondent will be asked every question
because some may not apply to a specific property. The survey is easy to use and takes approximately
30 minutes to complete. 

Each question has its own page with information to help you along the way. Below is an example
of what a question page looks like.  

Survey: What is in a Question?
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At the end of the survey, you will be provided information about the level you have achieved, your
answers and areas for improvement, if any. If you have not yet registered, this is your last opportunity
to register and save your answers.  

Survey: End of Survey Information

Can I change my answers?
The internal design of the survey does not allow you to change one answer. If you want to change
an answer, or if you have made improvements since your original survey, you can take the survey
again. 

Can I take the survey again? 
Yes. Participants with an account have the ability to archive their original survey and then take the
survey again. 
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Share your healthy shoreland property pictures! While uploading pictures is not a requirement,
registered participants are encouraged to upload pictures of their property once they have com-
pleted the survey. In a participant’s account under “Things To Do” you have the option to upload
pictures: just drag and drop the picture file.  

Survey: Uploading Pictures of Your Property

Photo: Jill Baker,
Michigan Shoreland Steward 

How are pictures going to be used? 
[ Pictures of properties help us evaluate the 
     program and its effectiveness. 

[ Pictures might be used in presentations,
     training videos, or informative publications 
     to help us showcase a variety of different 
     properties and to encourage others to 
     become a Shoreland Steward.

[ Pictures are only used with property owner 
     permission. Once you upload your pictures you 
     can check a box to allow us to use them. Credit 
     is provided whenever a photo is used.
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MI Shoreland Steward Certificates 
A certificate is awarded for registered participants
of qualifying properties only. The certificate is auto-
matically generated at the end of the survey for all
three levels. The certificate is personalized with
your name, lake name, and date. The color of the
certificate’s border will indicate the level your property
has achieved. You can print it whenever you choose. 

Certificates and Signs

MI Shoreland Steward Sign
Signs are available to purchase for owners with
qualifying properties. The signs can be placed in
your yard or other location of your choice. There are
three sizes available. 

Sizes:            12” x 6”, 16” x 8”, and 24” x 12”
                           Small      Medium               Large

Material:        .080 aluminum panel; 
                       pre-drilled holes

Border Color: There are 3 different border colors:
                       gold, silver, and bronze. Sample Gold Level and Silver Level small sign 

Sample Bronze Level Certificate

Purchasing a Sign
The MNSP works with partners to make signs available for purchase. At this time there are two 
options available. 

Option 1: Order online at the Michigan Lake and Stream Associations website, www.mylsa.org.
This option provides signs with only the MNSP logo.  

Cost: Small: $20; Medium: $28; Large: $38. Includes shipping charges. 

Option 2: If a lake association has registered on the MI Shoreland Stewards website they have
the ability to customize the signs with their lake association logo. The cost of a customized sign is
determined by each individual lake association. See “Lake Associations” on the Shoreland Stewards
website to find out if your lake association has registered on the site and offers signs.  

Cost: Will vary depending on the lake association. 
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Evaluating Your Property: Understanding the Four Zones    

Evaluating your property in each of the 
zones will require some observation, 
honesty, and your best judgement.
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       of a Shoreland Property

       
     

    

For the MI Shoreland Stewards Program the lakefront property has
been divided into Four Zones: Upland, Buffer, Shoreline, and Lake.
The survey asks questions regarding specific management practices relative to each zone and
the protection of the lake. Maintaining a high percentage of natural vegetation around a lake is
very important to the overall health of the lake. Accordingly, some survey questions are weighted
more heavily than others. Properties that are maintained in the most natural of conditions will
produce the best results in the survey (e.g., properties with the highest percentage of natural
vegetation, the lowest percentage of impervious surfaces, and no seawalls.) 
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Evaluating Your Property: Understanding the Four Zones    

What do these zones look like on my property? 
Every property is different so each zone will vary between properties too. These zones: 

•   Do not have distinct lines of separation.

•   Vary in both size and shape depending upon many factors including, but not limited to, lot size, 
    soil type, slope of the land, the shape and type of the lake, and water level fluctuations.

Some general descriptions and graphics of the zones are provided to help you determine where each
zone begins and ends based on your property characteristics. These graphics and other information
are also provided during the survey to help guide you.  

Upland Zone: This zone is the furthest from the lake. It starts where the
Buffer Zone ends 35 feet from the top of the shoreline bank. This zone typically
includes most of the structures such as the house, driveway, and garage.  

Buffer Zone: This zone is immediately next to the lake. It begins at the top
of the bank (edge of the Shoreline Zone) and is the first 35 feet of the lakefront
property. 

Shoreline Zone: This is the transition zone from water to land. There is not
an exact line between the buffer and lake zones. It begins at the top of the
bank and extends to the land-water interface. The shape and size will vary
greatly depending on the lake, water level changes, soils, and other factors.  

Lake Zone: This is the nearshore area or “littoral zone” of the lake. It is the
shallow part of the lake where there is enough sunlight reaching the lake bottom
to allow aquatic plants to grow. The size of this area will vary depending on
the lake size, shape of the bottom of the lake (bathymetry), and water levels.
Some lakes will have very large littoral zones with a lot of aquatic plants and
some will have very small ones with few aquatic plants.   
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       of a Shoreland Property

Cross-section view

Plan view
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Continued: What do these zones look like on my property?

Cross-section view

Plan view
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Cross-section view

Plan view
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Guidelines for Michigan
Lakes by Zone 

The Conservation Guidelines for Michigan
Lakes report recommends that develop-
ment should be looked at from a whole
lake and an individual property perspective.
The MI Shoreland Stewards Program
addresses individual property manage-
ment. The guidelines, where they apply to
individual properties, have been applied
to each different zone to help property
owners better evaluate their lakefront
property. In general, the guidelines recom-
mend shorelines should remain naturally
sloped without a seawall, have at least
a 35-foot naturally vegetated buffer strip,
and trees and branches should remain
in the lake where safety is not a concern.

This graphic is showing what different vegetation
percentages for the Upland and Buffer Zones
might look like. It also includes a depiction of 
differing amounts of impervious surfaces and
aquatic vegetation. Every property is different, 
so each should be evaluated based on its own
characteristics. 

Upland Zone: Seventy-five percent (75%) or
more of this zone should be naturally vegetated.
Impervious surfaces should be minimized. This
includes the number and size of buildings and
their footprints (the area of ground they occupy).
Storm water should be captured and infiltrated,
not directly piped to the lake. Pet waste should
be picked up. Septic systems or holding tanks,
where applicable, should be functioning and
maintained properly. Fertilizer use should be
minimized or eliminated, included phosphorus-
free fertilizers. Pesticides and herbicides should
be minimized and used only to spot treat where
necessary.

Buffer Zone: Properties should maintain a
35-foot vegetated buffer. Seventy-five percent
(75%) of this zone should have native plants/
trees/shrubs with twenty-five percent (25%) or
less of this zone used for recreation and access
to the lake. This zone should be vegetated in a
way that allows for trees/branches to fall into the
lake. There should be no impervious surfaces.
Boat and dock storage should be minimized. Pet
waste should be picked up. No fertilizer should be
used in this zone. Only spot treatment of herbicides
should be used if needed for invasive species
control. Artificial beach creation is highly discouraged
but where maintained this practice should be
minimized to a small area. 
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Shoreline Zone: A naturally sloped and 
vegetated shoreline should be maintained. 
Seawalls should not be constructed and existing
seawalls should be removed where possible.
Twenty-five percent (25%) or less of this shoreline
zone should be used for recreation and access
(e.g., boat docks) to the lake. Vegetation should
be maintained to allow trees/branches to fall 
into the lake. An artificial beach should not be
constructed or maintained. Buildings/structures
should not be built in this zone.  

Lake Zone: Native plants should not be removed
or reduced in the lake except for a small swim
area or boating lane. Invasive plants should 
be controlled using selective methods that do
not harm native plants. Boat docks and other
structures should not interfere with navigation or
natural movements of water or animals. Benthic
barriers (mats placed on the lake bottom) or
weed rollers for plant control should not be used
unless temporarily for control of invasive plants.
Sand should not be added to the lake bottom.
Branches and trees that have fallen into the lake
should not be removed unless safety is a concern. 
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The MI Shoreland Stewards survey is designed to focus on management practices for an entire
lakefront property. The survey questions are organized by zone and are provided below. You are
encouraged to use these questions to observe your shoreland property prior to taking the survey.
If you have a question about a topic there is more information on the question page in the survey.  

Evaluating Your Property: Survey Questions

UPLAND ZONE

Do you pick up pet waste? 

What type of wastewater management do you have? If a septic/holding tank, are you managing 
it properly? 

Do you ever use herbicides or pesticides to manage weeds, pests, or invasive plants? 

How often do you apply fertilizer and are you only using phosphorus-free in your Upland Zone? 

What is the percentage of your Upland Zone that contains buildings, patios, driveways, parking areas,
or other impervious surfaces? 

Is storm water getting to the lake and, if so, how? (Hint: check roofs, patios, driveways, paths, etc.) 
Are there any eroding areas in your Upland Zone? 

BUFFER ZONE

Do you have any boats, docks, etc., stored here and has storage been minimized by stacking, 
vertical storage, or elevating on blocks?

Do you pick up pet waste? 

Do you ever use herbicides or pesticides to manage weeds, pests, or invasive plants? 

Do you ever apply fertilizer in the Buffer Zone? 

What percentage of your Buffer Zone has trees, shrubs, flowers, native grasses (other than lawn)? 

Is there a variety of native plants (other than lawn)? 

What percentage of your Buffer Zone is maintained/artificial beach? 

What percentage of your Buffer Zone is impervious surfaces (boathouses, decks and patios, 
storage sheds, etc.) 

Do you leave ashes from a fire pit or piles of leaves in this zone where they may wash into the lake? 
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TIP:Walking your property in all types of weather and seasons can
help you better understand such things as how and where storm water
flows, what the waves look like and how ice impacts your shoreline. 

SHORELINE ZONE

What percentage of the Shoreline Zone do you use to put boats in the water, swim, or access 
the water? 

Do you have any boats, docks, etc., stored here and has storage been minimized by stacking, vertical
storage, or elevating on blocks? 

Do you have erosion control structures and, if so, what type? (seawall, rip-rap, bioengineering, hybrid) 

Has rip-rap been added in front of your seawall? 

Have you planted or allowed native plants to grow in the rip-rap? 

Is there a boathouse, boat well, or permanent dock? 

LAKE ZONE

Is there a boathouse, boat well, or permanent dock? 

Do you remove native nearshore vegetation? 

Do you limit removal of native nearshore vegetation to small swim areas or to where access would
be difficult? 

Do you (personally) smother plant growth with mats (benthic barriers), sand, etc., or use weed rollers
to control aquatic plants? 

Are you (personally) controlling aquatic plants (native or invasive) or swimmer’s itch with chemicals? 

Do you coordinate with your lake association to manage aquatic plants? 

Do you throw leaves, lawn clippings, or fire ashes into the lake? 

Do you add sand to your lake? 



Shoreland Best Practices:

Photo: Howard Wandell - Gold Level Shoreland Steward

A well-designed lakefront landscape will protect and
enhance shoreline and nearshore habitat areas. It
can balance lake access, views, aesthetics, shoreline
stabilization, water quality, and habitat restoration
for fish and wildlife populations. Many properties are
doing really well according to the recommendations
outlined in Conservation Guidelines for Inland Lakes
and can easily qualify as a Shoreland Steward. Other
properties just need a little help to enhance natural
landscapes to qualify. However, some lakefront
properties are so highly developed a significant
amount of restoration would be needed and may not
be practical or even feasible. Nevertheless, every
owner can do something to improve management
of their property to help the lake.

Best Management Practices

25 www.mishorelinepartnership.org
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The Michigan Natural Shoreline Partnership's website 
(www.mishorelinepartnership.org) includes additional 
information about the importance of natural shorelines. 
In addition, the guidebook Natural Shoreline Landscapes
on Michigan’s Inland Lakes: Guidebook for Property Owners
includes additional information about actions to restore
natural shorelines and protect inland lakes. The guidebook
includes more detailed information about best management
practices as well as regulatory requirements for work
done at the lakeshore. The guidebook can be purchased
through the Michigan State University Extension Bookstore
(www.msue.msu.edu).

Graphic: Glenn Wolff, www.glennwolff.com Courtesy of The Watershed Center at Grand Traverse Bay

Common Concerns
Will I have a place to swim?
     Yes, healthy shorelines can include access for swimming and other recreational activities.

How will restoration efforts affect my view?
     Healthy shoreland properties can be landscaped/designed to maintain a view.

Will mosquitoes and other insects increase?
     Mosquitoes will not likely increase. However, insects like butterflies and other pollinators –
     and birds that eat insects – will increase with the availability of their habitat.

http://www.mishorelinepartnership.org
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Upland Zone Best Management Practices: Capture the Rain

Storm water runoff increases when rain or melting snow is prevented from soaking into the ground
by hard, impermeable surfaces like driveways and rooftops. Since the water cannot soak into the
soil, it instead flows across the surface. When the flow is concentrated or strong, soil particles can
break loose and erosion occurs. Also, runoff water can pick up pollutants like phosphorus and 
nitrogen from your yard or heavy metals and contaminants that come off cars, driveways, and
rooftops. Since most shoreline properties are sloped towards the lake it is important to slow or stop
storm water runoff near the source before erosion on your property and contamination of your lake
occurs. It is also important to avoid directly piping storm water to a lake where possible. There are
many best management practices both for an individual home or community to use to keep polluted
storm water out of a lake.

The guidebook titled Controlling Runoff and Erosion
from Your Waterfront Property provides landowners
with practical, how-to information to address runoff
and erosion. The descriptions and illustrations walk the
reader through methods to assess runoff concerns
and to address them through minimizing, diverting,
and infiltrating runoff. This is a Wisconsin publication
so some information such as permit requirements will
be different for Michigan.

Controlling Runoff and Erosion from Your Waterfront Property: A Guide for Landowners
https://www.uwsp.edu/cnr-ap/UWEXLakes/Documents/resources/healthylakes/RunoffGuide.pdf

http://www.burnettcounty.com/DocumentCenter/Home/View/119
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Encourage Infiltration
One way to keep storm water out of your
lake is to plant a rain garden. Rain gardens
capture, filter, and allow water to soak into
the ground. These gardens have a porous
soil mixture of sand or gravel beneath a
bed of native plants. Runoff water collects
in the rain garden, soaks quickly into the
soils, or is absorbed by the plants in the
garden. You can collect roof or driveway
runoff using this practice, while providing
important food and nectar sources for
pollinators.

Graphic: Glenn Wolff, www.glennwolff.com
Courtesy of The Watershed Center at Grand Traverse Bay

Consider Alternative Pavements
When constructing pathways consider using
porous alternatives like stepping stones, perme-
able pavers, or porous concrete that allow water
to infiltrate into the ground.
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Best Management Practices to Control Shoreline Erosion

Protecting a shoreline from accelerated erosion without installing a seawall can be challenging, but
there are alternatives to seawalls. There are many techniques available to address shoreline erosion
while supporting the lake ecosystem and protecting lakefront property. “Soft armoring” or bioengi-
neering is a method that uses plants, plant products and other special techniques to protect the
shoreline. Each site is unique and therefore generally requires a customized solution using a variety
of different methods. Understanding shoreline erosion and developing solutions can be very simple
or complex depending on the site and lake characteristics.

Low Wave Energy Site

A site that experiences low wave
energy, has very limited erosion and
lawn up to the water’s edge may
only need a simple solution simple.
One option may be to re-establish
native plants in the Buffer Zone.
Lawn grass has a shallow and
weak root structure and cannot
hold the soil in place against constant
wave energy. Native plants that would
naturally be found at a lakeshore
have a stronger, deeper and more
complex root structure to hold soil
in place.

Photo: Julia Kirkwood

The more complex the site,
the more complex the solution.
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Best Management Practices to Control Shoreline Erosion

Low-Medium 
Wave Energy Site

Other properties have a higher
level of wave energy and may
be experiencing a moderate
amount of erosion. These sites
will need a slightly more complex
solution than just plants. One
technique is to use coir (coconut)
fiber logs to protect the shore-
line. Plants will grow into the coir
logs. Eventually, the coir logs 
will biodegrade, leaving behind
well-established plants. 

Before: June 2010
After: July 2013

Photos: Jane Herbert

High Wave Energy 
with Ice Push Site
Some sites are challenging due to high wave energy
and ice push. This bioengineered design included 
approximately 25 cubic yards of rock of varying sizes.
This solution was designed to protect the shoreline
against wave and ice action. The rock was sloped in a
way that allows ice to “run-up” the rock and break under
its own weight. It was also designed to allow the sand
to fill in the spaces between the rock and eventually
hide the rock. Notice that after two growing seasons the
rock is almost completely covered.

Before: June 2014
Photo: Jane Herbert

After: June 2014
Photo: Jane Herbert

After: October 2015
Photo: Jane Herbert
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Native Plants

Returning or adding native plants to your lakefront landscape can seem overwhelming for a variety
of reasons. Property owners often lack the knowledge about native plant selection and placement.
The Michigan Natural Shoreline Partnership has created a list of recommended native plants to
help with decisions. The selected plants have been divided into four different zones based on where
the plants would be most successful along an inland lake shoreline. These plants are found widely
throughout Michigan and are also currently available for purchase at Michigan native plant nurseries.

Not every plant will be successful in every location, so it is 
important to seek information about what plants are already in 

and around your lake for the best results.

The Michigan Natural Shoreline Partnership’s
website has:

[ A list of native plants that are 
       appropriate for each planting zone.

[ Links to a picture for each plant.

[ Some options for finding locations 
       to purchase native plants.

Also check out the Michigan Native 
Plant Producers Association

www.mnppa.org
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Finding Help

Contractor Help 
Certified Natural Shoreline Professionals

The Michigan Natural Shoreline Partnership initiated a
contractor training program in 2010. This program is for
contractors that work at the lake edge and want to learn about
lake-friendly erosion control and bioengineering techniques.

To become a Certified Natural Shoreline Professional, con-
tractors must complete two days of in classroom instruction,
a field exercise and pass an exam.

For more information on the contractor training program
and a list of contractors see the MNSP website.

www.mishorelinepartnership.org/contractors

ARE PERMITS NEEDED?
When doing work at the water’s
edge there is a high likelihood that
a permit or multiple permits may
be needed. Many communities
regulate the removal of vegetation,
building setbacks and septic 
system locations. Contact your local
planning office for ordinance 
information.

In general, a Soil Erosion and
Sedimentation permit is required
for any earth change activity that
disturbs one or more acres of land
or which is within 500 feet of a lake
or stream. Contact your local Soil
Erosion Permitting agency.

County Map—for SESC Permitting
www.mi.gov/soilerosion

n

Many activities along inland lake
shorelines require a permit through
the Michigan Department of Envi-
ronmental Quality including, but not
limited to, docks, any construction,
dredging, filling or artificial beach
creation.

For more information on permit
information check with the Michigan
Department of Environmental
Quality's Water Resource Division.

www.mi.gov/deqinlandlakes

n

Permits are also required for aquatic
plant chemical treatment and the
use of benthic barriers.

www.mi.gov/anc

2012 Certified Natural Shoreline Professional Training Field Day Photo: Jane Herbert

This publication is intended for guidance only and may be impacted by changes in legislation, rules, policies, and
procedures adopted after the date of publication. Although this publication makes every effort to teach users how to
meet applicable compliance obligations, use of this publication does not constitute the rendering of legal advice.

http://www.mishorelinepartnership.org/contractors
http://www.mi.gov/soilerosion
http://www.mi.gov/soilerosion
http://www.mi.gov/deqinlandlakes
http://www.mi.gov/anc
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