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Table 5-1 
Tri-Community Land Use/Land Cover, 1978 & 1996 

 
  1978 1996   

LAND COVER/USE Acres 
% of 

Total Acres 
% of 

Total 

% 
Change 

1978-
1996 

Residential:           
    Low Rise Multi-Family 6 0.0% 45 0.3% 665.5% 
    Single Family/Duplex 1,431 8.1% 2,242 12.6% 56.7% 
    Mobile Home Park 41 0.2% 38 0.2% -8.5% 
Commercial:           
    Central Business District* 0 0.0% 96 0.5% 0.0% 
    Strip Commercial* 180 1.0% 76 0.4% -57.7% 
Industrial 21 0.1% 144 0.8% 598.5% 
Institutional 37 0.2% 152 0.9% 311.7% 
Transportation 281 1.6% 239 1.3% -15.1% 
Communication and Utilities 36 0.2% 52 0.3% 46.4% 
Extractive or Wells 0 0.0% 50 0.3%   
Outdoor Recreation 317 1.8% 249 1.4% -21.5% 
Cemeteries 22 0.1% 28 0.2% 29.7% 
Agricultural 5,431 30.6% 3,110 17.5% -42.7% 
Open Land, Shrub and Herbaceous 1,032 5.8% 3,570 20.1% 245.8% 
Upland Forest 6,406 36.1% 3,663 20.6% -42.8% 

Lowland Forest 991 5.6% 0 0.0% 
-

100.0% 
Water 1,193 6.7% 1,349 7.6% 13.1% 
Wetlands 334 1.9% 2,645 14.9% 692.9% 
TOTAL AREA (ACRES & %) 17,758 100.0% 17,749 100.0% 0.0% 

 
Note: City and Village data included in the Township. 

SOURCE: 1978 data: MIRIS, Land and Water Management Division, DNR  1978 
SOURCE: 1996 data: GIS Research Center Western Michigan University & Allegan County GIS 
Department 

*CBD was included in strip commercial in 1978 

 
Land Use by Tax Class 
Another measure of land use is to look at land use by tax assessment classes. This 
approach covers the use of the land but not the different characteristics such as 
vegetative cover, water, etc. Land use acres by tax class for the Tri-Communities are 
shown in Table 5-2. See also Map 5-2. It can be useful to compare land use as 
interpreted from aerial photographs and land use by tax class in order to view the 
potential for development. Land may be vacant or have shrub or wooded cover, but if 
classed as residential, commercial or industrial it has potential for development in the 
near future.  
 
While about 2,200 acres are currently in residential land use, according to the 1996 Land 
Use/Land Cover Map (Map 5-1) and Table 5-1, there are over 10,500 acres classed as 
residential in Saugatuck Township (Table 5-2). This suggests a large portion of the 
Township is primed to be converted from vacant to residential development. However, 
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note on Map 5-2 that there are large areas classed as residential that are unbuildable, 
especially in the wetland areas in the Kalamazoo River floodplain. 
 

Table 5-2 
Land Use by Tax Class, Saugatuck City, Saugatuck Township and City of the 

Village of Douglas, in Acres, 2003 
 
Class 
Code Class 

Saugatuck 
Twp 

Saugatuck 
City Douglas City 

Total Acres 
by Class 

000 New Parcel Real 291 6 14 311 
001 Reference Real 59 1 0 61 
101 Agricultural 3,488 0 0 3,488 
102 Agricultural Vacant 91 0 0 91 
201 Commercial 2,723 68 250 3,042 
202 Commercial Vacant 7 0 14 21 
301 Industrial 169 0 69 238 
302 Industrial Vacant 2 0 0 2 
401 Residential 8,644 507 1,387 10,539 
402 Residential Vacant 1,686 0 7 1,693 
601 Developmental 262 0 71 333 

602 
Developmental 
Vacant 43 0 0 43 

701 Exempt 860 283 71 1,214 
702 Exempt Vacant 0 0 0 0 
705 Commercial Forest 0 0 0 0 
Total Acres by Jurisdiction 18,326 865 1,885 21,076 

Source: Allegan County GIS Department 
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Map 5-2 
Tri-Community Land Use by Tax Class, 2003 
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AGRICULTURAL 
The size of agricultural parcels in Saugatuck Township ranges from over 160 acres to 
under 10 acres, with the average size being about 43 acres. Agricultural land in the 
Township is used primarily for crops and orchards, with some livestock. See the parcel 
distribution on Map 5-2. 
 
Prime Farmlands 
Prime farmland is generally concentrated in the south central part of the Township. See 
Map 4-5. There is a fairly good match between the location of prime farmland soils and 
the location of agricultural land (see Map 5-1, Land Use/Land Cover). Prime farmland is 
of major importance in meeting the nation's short and long term needs for food. Prime 
farmlands have been identified by the USDA Natural Resources Conservation Service 
so that local governments can encourage and facilitate the wise use of valuable 
farmlands. Prime farmland is that which is best suited to food, feed, forage and oilseed 
crops. The soil qualities, growing season and moisture supply are those needed to 
economically produce a sustained high yield of crops. 

 
Michigan Farmland Preservation Act 
The Michigan Farmland Preservation Act of 1974 (PA 116), now Part 361 of PA 451 of 
1994, allows landowners to enter into a voluntary agreement with the State whereby the 
land will remain in agricultural use for at least ten years. In return, the landowner is 
entitled to certain tax benefits. The program has been effective in helping to ensure that 
suitable lands are retained for farming. There are 74 acres of PA 116 lands in the 
Township, all of them in the southern half, in sections 27, 28 and 33. In 1988, there were 
1,100 acres under PA 116 contracts. This is a reduction of nearly all PA 116 lands since 
the previous Comprehensive Plan was written. Contracts for the remaining PA 116 lands 
expire in 2004. This means this land is available for residential use and is no longer 
being managed for long term agricultural production. 
 
Most of the prime farmlands in the Township are not suitable for intensive development 
because of soil limitations. However, there are some farmlands that are suitable for 
development.  

 
RESIDENTIAL 
Residential areas in the Tri-Community area vary widely in character between the rural 
areas of the Township and the urbanized areas of Saugatuck and Douglas. The majority 
of residential development in the Township is scattered along county roads and along 
the Lake Michigan Shore. Most resort-residential development in all three communities 
is located along the Kalamazoo River and Lake Michigan. Single family structures are 
the predominant residential type. The “hill” in Saugatuck and the neighborhood 
surrounding the Village Center in Douglas are other distinct residential areas. Most 
multiple family structures are concentrated in Saugatuck and Douglas, with only one 
such development in the Township (Section 3). There are four mobile home parks in the 
Tri-Community area: two in the City of the Village of Douglas and two in the southern 
half of the Township. Some distinct residential areas existing within the three 
communities are described further below. See the parcel distribution on Map 5-2. 
 
Lakeshore Area 
The Lake Michigan shore is fronted by many large single family homes along Lakeshore 
Drive for five miles from M-89 to the City of Saugatuck. This area is characterized by 
scenic vistas of the lake and the bluffs. Large trees line the road and many homes are 
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on wooded lots. Many of the lots are very long and narrow. See the parcel distribution on 
Map 5-2. Where lots are long, there may be sufficient depth to move homes or rebuild as 
the bluff retreats landward over time. Where lots are very shallow, there is no room to 
adjust to bluff retreat and many of the “second tier” homes (those across the street from 
lakefront lots) may become “first tier” as homes currently on lakefront property are 
destroyed. See the discussion and photos in Chapter 4. This is likely to be a protracted 
process as bluff retreat does not occur at a constant rate and varies in rate along the 
shoreline. 
 
A large portion of the lakeshore both north and south of the mouth of the Kalamazoo 
River is undeveloped or very sparsely developed. A portion of this segment of shoreline 
is in public ownership as Oval Beach Park. A fund-raising program is underway to 
acquire the “Denison Property”, which is the large acreage immediately south of the river 
mouth. This would provide a more substantial public beach and help preserve the dune 
ecosystem in a natural state. Preservation of the area north of the River mouth is also 
sought in order to add to the State Park. 
 
Kalamazoo River 
Much of the area surrounding the Kalamazoo River east of Douglas is a wetland, 
unsuitable for residential use. The area is also wooded and is habitat to many birds and 
other wildlife. In some places, homes overlook the Kalamazoo River and Silver Lake (a 
shallow bayou connected to the Kalamazoo River). The character of the Kalamazoo 
River area is widely different from other residential areas of the Township in that there 
are no farms or commercial/industrial development—aside from a marina in Section 23. 
Lot sizes in this area vary widely. Lots on the north side of Silver Lake tend to be very 
long and narrow and could pose land development problems if permitted to be 
subdivided any further. See the parcel distribution on Map 5-2. 

 
Rural Areas 
The rural areas of the Township are the southern agricultural, northeast, and riverfront-
dunes areas. The southern agricultural area consists of farms, orchards, and a growing 
number of single family homes on large lots (10+ acres). Typically, these homes are 
located along the county roads at the perimeter of the sections. In addition to scattered 
development on large lots, there are several subdivisions. These are developments with 
30 or less lots averaging approximately one acre each in size. The northeast area is a 
mix of woodlands and farms, with some steep slopes. Residences are mostly on large 
lots (40+ acres), with some on small lots within the large lots. Residences in the 
riverfront-dunes area north of Saugatuck are mostly on small lots fronting the Kalamazoo 
River. Most of that area is unspoiled wetland, dunes and beaches. See the parcel 
distribution on Map 5-2. 
 
Douglas 
Approximately 25 blocks of long-established neighborhoods surround the center of the 
City of the Village of Douglas. These consist primarily of older homes with some homes 
less than 30 years old scattered throughout. Elsewhere in the Village, residential 
development is concentrated along Lakeshore Drive and along Campbell Road, 130th 
Avenue, and Water Street. 
 
Saugatuck 
Condominiums line the shore of Kalamazoo Lake along Lake St. and block a scenic view 
of the lake. Most of the City's year-round residents live above the steep ridge ("the hill") 
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which separates the waterfront area from the rest of the City. Small cottages on very 
small lots line the west shore of Kalamazoo Lake along Park St. Tearing down smaller, 
older homes to be replaced by larger, newer homes will become a larger challenge in 
the next few years to retaining a “quaint small town” atmosphere. 
 
COMMERCIAL 
The major commercial areas in the Tri-Community area are in the northern part of the 
Township along Blue Star Highway, downtown Saugatuck, the Douglas village center, 
and in Douglas along Blue Star Highway. 

 
Blue Star Highway 
The negative effects of commercial strip development has been addressed by zoning 
ordinances such as consolidation of driveways and parking facilities, grouping of stores 
into "mini malls", and site design standards which require that natural features be 
positively incorporated into new developments, as well as minimizing "asphalt 
landscaping". Siting new development back from the highway has been a major 
improvement. Sixty-five percent of the people responding to the 1988 Public Opinion 
Survey indicated that they did not want to see strip commercial development in the 
future. In the 2004 survey, the same question was not asked. However, appearance of 
the Blue Star Highway was important to survey respondents. 
 
Commercial uses along Blue Star Highway in the Township include restaurants, gas 
stations, boat service, motels, auto repair, small offices, mini-storage buildings, firehouse 
and a mixture of small retail establishments. Blue Star Highway from 130th. Avenue 
south to M-89 has a rural character with a combination of wooded areas, open land, 
scattered residential development, and a "you pick" blueberry farm. Some highway 
oriented commercial uses are clustered around the interchanges with I-196. 

 
Downtown Saugatuck 
Commercial uses in downtown Saugatuck are primarily oriented to tourists and seasonal 
residents. Many of the businesses occupy large, older residential structures. Others 
occupy the old and historic buildings lining Butler Street. This business district has few 
parking spaces due to the compact arrangement of the area's original design and heavy 
pedestrian traffic. Parking is a seasonal problem and a permanent solution has not yet 
been formulated. There is a shuttle service between the downtown and the High School 
parking lot during peak use periods to help alleviate the situation. Businesses include 
bed and breakfasts, small and large restaurants, clothing stores, art galleries and 
numerous specialty shops, with boat service and marina facilities located along the 
waterfront. This commercial district has a unique historic character worth preserving and 
further enhancing and represents a great asset to the Tri-Community area as well as to 
the region and the state. 

 
Douglas Village Center 
This growing retail area consists of restaurants, public and private offices and specialty 
shops increasingly tourist/seasonal oriented. Other uses include the Post Office, Village 
Hall, restaurants, art galleries, police department, antique shops and the public library. 
Parking is located along both sides of Center St. and is adequate to meet current needs. 
There are few vacant lots and buildings in this area which could be used for new retail 
development. Douglas has an active and expanding Downtown Development 
Association. 
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INDUSTRIAL 
Industrial development is limited in the Tri-Community area. Less than 1% of the total 
land area is devoted to industrial uses. Office furniture manufacturing is the major 
industrial activity. There are few small manufacturing firms. The Tri-Community area is 
located 150 miles from Detroit, 180 miles from Chicago and 36 miles from Grand Rapids 
along a major interstate highway. This is an advantageous location for small scale, light 
industrial development.  
 
CULTURAL, HISTORICAL AND ARCHAEOLOGICAL RESOURCES  
The Tri-Community area is rich in cultural, and historical points of interest and many 
archaeological sites can be found throughout the area. Leading economists and forward-
thinking governmental leaders have recognized the social and economic value of 
promoting and preserving cultural and historic assets. 
 
The state of Michigan recommends that local strategic planning documents contain an 
historic preservation element, which becomes or provides the blueprint for preservation 
efforts. People like to live, work and play where history prospers. History attracts tourists 
and residents to Michigan towns. The community survey that was conducted as part of 
this Tri-Communities Planning Process indicated that a high percentage of residents 
concur that historic preservation should be one of the components of a strategy for 
shaping our future.  
 
The state of Michigan has made community cultural; planning a key part of several of its 
most publicized and marketed economic development strategies: the “smart growth”; 
“heritage/cultural tourism”; and “cool cities” initiatives.  
 
Community Cultural Base 
The Tri-Communities are rich in cultural opportunities for residents and visitors. They 
include a long-standing chamber music venue and jazz performance series, an annual 
film festival, a children’s film festival, a professional theater venue, on-going art fairs 
summer school of painting and the arts, and many excellent art galleries. In addition, a 
number of civic and religious organizations exist, including Masonic, Lions and Kiwanis 
clubs, as well as several garden clubs. Since 2003 the Saugatuck Center for the Arts, a 
non-profit organization, was formed to serve as a venue for performance (music, dance, 
theater), film, arts education, exhibitions (arts, cultural, historical) and community 
activities.   
 
Community Historic Character 
The Tri-Communities are rich in history and many historic and archaeological sites can 
be found in the area. Equally important, the communities have been the home of a 
number of nationally and internationally important architects, artists and arts-related 
professionals. The absence of industrial development in the area has left much of these 
layers of history intact and still much in evidence as part of the visual make-up of the 
area. In addition, the communities have a number of architecturally or historically 
significant buildings, some by important American architects, as well as collections 
(neighborhoods) of historic structures.  
 
Historic Buildings and Sites 
Singapore, Michigan's most famous ghost town and once a thriving lumber town, lies 
buried at the mouth of the Kalamazoo River. A plaque commemorating its existence 
stands in front of the Saugatuck City Hall. Historic and archaeological sites are 
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designated by the Michigan Bureau of History. 
 
The Michigan State Register of Historic Sites was established in 1955 to provide official 
recognition for historic resources in Michigan. Designated historic sites have unique 
historic, architectural, archaeological, engineering, or cultural significance. There are 
numerous State historic sites throughout the Tri-Community area, which are listed on 
Table 5-3. Old Allegan Road in Saugatuck Township is officially designated as a State 
Historic Site.  
 
Preservation is an on-going activity. For example, as early as the 1940’s the famous 
“lost village” of Singapore was placed on the National Register of Historic Places; in the 
1980’s inappropriate alterations to the Saugatuck Village Hall were blocked and 
alternate plans were implemented that were more respectful to the building’s history; the 
city’s former pump house was converted to a public museum in 1993; the Douglas 
Village Hall-Dutcher Lodge was recently restored; and the city of Saugatuck has 
mandated a part of the city as an historic district. In addition, a number of private 
property owners have engaged in restoration projects. Nearly a dozen properties in the 
Tri-communities are included on either or both the State and National Register of 
Historic Places. 
 
State historic site or historic district designation does include tax benefits, but does not 
impose any restrictions upon the owner of the property. Saugatuck and Douglas recently 
received the federal “Preservation America” Award which opens the door to federal grant 
money. 
 
The Saugatuck-Douglas Historical Society is active in promoting, identifying and 
preserving many aspects of area history, including historical sites. It has undertaken a 
survey of area buildings, published nine books on area history and has collected some 
12,000 photographic images relating to the community and its history. In the past four 
years it has given “Heritage Awards” to over 300 local property owners, builders and 
architects for their accomplishments in the area of new construction and preservation of 
existing structures. It operates the award-winning Saugatuck-Douglas Historical 
Museum. 

 
Historic Districts 
The City of Saugatuck has also taken local steps to preserve its historic character. PA 
169 of 1970 permits the legislative body of a local government to regulate the 
construction, demolition and modification of all structures within a designated historic 
district. The City of Saugatuck has established an historic district within the oldest part of 
the city. Within this district, construction, addition, moving, excavation and demolition 
and exterior alteration and repair of structures or resources within the Historic District 
must comply with requirements set forth in the CODE OF ORDINANCES OF THE CITY 
OF SAUGATUCK, Chapter 152 HISTORIC DISTRICT REGULATIONS, and the U.S. 
Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation and Guidelines for Rehabilitating 
Historic Buildings. See Map 5-3 for the boundaries of the Historic District.  
 
Douglas Historical Preservation Committee 
The Douglas Historical Preservation Committee was formed in May of 1991. The 
purpose of this Committee is to discover, procure and preserve whatever may relate to 
the civil, religious, social, cultural and natural history of the City of the Village of Douglas. 
Its mission includes: collecting oral histories, establishing a library of books, pamphlets, 
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maps, manuscripts, prints, papers, paintings, photographs, historical, genealogical, 
archaeological and biographical materials relating to the Douglas area, and at a future 
time, maintain a museum for the purpose of exhibiting, illustrating and preserving 
antiquities descriptive of past and present resources of the Douglas area. The 
Committee also plans to encourage and promote the study and enjoyment of history by 
lectures and other means; and to publish and distribute information relative to the 
Douglas area, as well as the physical preservation and when possible, the renovation of 
historic structures.  
 
The focus of the past several years has been to raise funds and encourage the City of 
the Village of Douglas to renovate the landmark building in the center of town, known as 
the Dutcher Lodge, for a community center and Village Hall. This phase has been 
completed.  
 
Archaeological Sites 
Archaeological sites are of particular scientific value to the fields of anthropology, 
ecology and biology, and may have historic or ethnic significance as well. There are 120 
archaeological sites scattered throughout the Tri-Community area, mostly related to 
Ottawa and Potawatomi cultures. Their exact locations have not been disclosed by the 
Bureau of History to protect them from exploitation. One of these sites, the Hacklander 
Site, located in Section 23 is listed on the National Register of Historic Places and has 
components representing Middle and Late Woodland periods. A second important site is 
the old Singapore site located at the north edge of the “new” (1906) harbor channel. 
Recipients of Federal assistance must ensure that their projects avoid damage or 
destruction of significant historical and archaeological resources. The Michigan Bureau 
of History reviews these projects to assess their impact on archaeological sites. 
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Table 5-3 
State Historic Sites 

 
DESCRIPTION LOCATION 

Saugatuck:  
All Saints Episcopal Church 252 Grand St. 
Singapore (Village Hall) Marker on Village Hall on Butler Street 
Clipson Brewery Ice House Twin Gables Hotel 
(Singapore Country Inn is common name) 900 Lake St. 

Horace D. Moore House 
(Park House Inn & B&B) 888 Holland St. 

Warner P. Sutton House (Beachwood Manor) 736 Pleasant St. 
Fred Thompson- William Springer House 633 Pleasant St. 
Douglas:  
Dutcher Lodge #193 Hall 86 Center St. 
Asa Goodrich House 112 Center St. 

Sarah Kirby House 294 W. Center St. 
Saugatuck Township:  

Shiver's Inn (historic name)  
Oxbow Inn (common name) 

Built in 1860's, originally as a resort during 
lumbering era. In 1910 Art Institute of 
Chicago used it for summer art school. 

Hacklander Site (National Historic Site) Section 23 
Source: Michigan Bureau of History 

 
The Bureau of History also recommends that those proposing development projects in 
Saugatuck Township contact the State Archaeologist to determine if the project may 
affect a known archaeological site. This is particularly critical given the existence of 
Indian burial sites in the area. If an important archaeological site will be affected, 
archaeologists will negotiate a voluntary agreement to preserve those artifacts. The 
Bureau of History serves in an advisory capacity and has no legal authority to restrict 
development rights. 
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Map 5-3 
Saugatuck Historic District 

 

 
John: f:\winword\tri-communities\final\CHAPTER 5 EXISTING LAND USE final.doc 
C:\Evan\Tri Comm Final 6 2 05\CHAPTER 5 EXISTING LAND USE final 6 2 05.doc 


