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In our work preserving land, we often shine
the spotlight on our successes in land
acquisition. With good reason! Acquiring land
to protect in perpetuity is at the crux of what we
do. Plus, it’s exciting. After all, there’s a new
nature preserve in the neighborhood to explore.
And often, there’s been an ambitious fundraising
campaign that has made the acquisition
possible, during which a community has come
together and supported the conservation of the
property. It makes for a wonderful story that we
are always eager to tell—and one that we have
been very fortunate to have the opportunity to
tell many times!

But there is another element to our work—one
that flies a bit more under the radar, but is just
as important—and that’s stewardship. 

Stewardship refers to long-term land
management; in other words, how we maintain,
restore, and/or improve the lands we acquire.
 

We don’t talk about that as much. It’s not as
tidy of a story as the acquisition part is,
because while there’s a clear beginning—the
acquisition—there’s really no definitive end. It’s
all middle from there on out. 

And that’s precisely WHY stewardship is such
an important part of what we do. When we
acquire a piece of land, we are committing to
protect it in its natural state FOREVER.
Honoring that commitment is where the bulk of
our work lies. 

For each nature preserve we acquire, we must
have a thorough, diligently executed plan for
how we will maintain a healthy, balanced
ecosystem on that land. And given that one of
our highest priorities is connecting people to
these lands, we also must consider how we are
creating welcoming and accessible shared
places for everyone in our community to 

The "Forever Work" of Conservation



Add subheading

Letter from the Executive Director
Board of Directors
David Eblen, President
Ellen Frankle, Vice President 
Donna Wetzler, Secretary 
Bill Racine, Treasurer
Alan Berkshire
Emily Coolidge
Victoria J. Herget
Allan Kayler
Linda Puvogel
Richard Spain
Mary Strahota
Bob Tatina

Staff

Chikaming Open Lands
 12291 Red Arrow Highway

Sawyer, MI 49125
(269) 405-1006

col@chikamingopenlands.org
www.chikamingopenlands.org

Ryan Postema
Executive Director

Dan Engel
Stewardship Coordinator

Casey Struecker
Education & Outreach
Coordinator

Jen Thompson
Development & Marketing
Manager

Dear Members and Friends,
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Ryan J. Postema, Executive Director

Your contributions to successful fundraising campaigns last year and
starting off 2021 led to the purchase of the 40-acre Sugarwood Forest
Preserve in February and purchase of 14 acres to expand the Harbert
Woods Preserve in October. We also anticipate announcing the
generous donation of a 27-acre property (our 20th nature preserve) in
New Buffalo Township before the end of the year. 

After being on "pause" for most of last year due to the pandemic, we
resumed our monthly Stewardship Days this spring. Throughout the
year, our Preserve Stewards and stewardship volunteers cleared new
trails and installed trail markers, collected and spread native seed,
planted several hundred trees, and battled invasive species in our
preserves. 

We welcomed elementary students back to our preserves with the
Mighty Acorns program this fall after being on hiatus since the spring of
2020. And we were especially pleased to introduce people to recently
acquired or newly opened preserves with outreach programs at Burns
Prairie Preserve, Chris Thompson Memorial Preserve, Leonard Wildlife
Preserve, and Merritt Family-Younger Family Preserves.

Over the past year and a half, I’ve had many people tell me how
thankful they are for the variety of parks and preserves we have in our
area – to be able to get outside for a walk, to enjoy nature, to unwind
and relax amid the uncertainty and anxiety of the on-going pandemic as
well as of everyday life. And that is at the heart of our mission – to
preserve and protect these natural areas and open spaces for the
benefit of the plants, animals, and humans who live in and among them.  
But it’s truly your support, whether making a donation, volunteering at a
stewardship day, or participating in outreach programs, that make
Chikaming Open Lands so successful.

Sincerely,

2021 has been an exciting year for
Chikaming Open Lands – from
major land acquisitions to new
stewardship and restoration projects
to an expanded #10Trail Challenge
and more.



Ways to make your legacy gift:

Make a gift of cash, investments, or other assets to Chikaming Open Lands
in your will or trust.

 
Name Chikaming Open Lands as a beneficiary of your IRA or other
retirement plan.

Designate Chikaming Open Lands as a beneficiary of your life insurance
policy.

Make a gift to Chikaming Open Lands of real estate to be managed as a
nature preserve, or to be sold with the proceeds supporting our work. 

 
 

Chikaming Open Lands has made a commitment to care for its protected lands and
waters in perpetuity. Estate gifts help us fulfill that promise, so future generations can

enjoy our beautiful natural landscapes just as we do today.
 

To learn more about making legacy gifts, contact our office at (269) 405-1006.
so valued.e bit of body text

What Will Your Legacy Be?
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Leave a legacy that will preserve our cherished natural places
FOREVER. 

Including Chikaming Open Lands in your estate plan is a wonderful way to create a
lasting legacy and protect the unique natural, rural character of this corner of

Southwest Michigan for generations to come.



experience and revel in nature. That means well-
maintained trails, parking areas, trail markers,
educational signage, benches and more. 

Stewardship is the "forever work" of conservation.

So what does that look like in practice? Well, just
head out to one of our nature preserves—the
evidence of that “forever work” is all around you!

You’ll find a new, marked trail system winding
through the beautiful Merritt Family and Younger
Family Preserves. If you haven’t been there yet,
definitely go check it out! The trailhead can be
found at the end of Mydra Road off of Elm Valley
Road, where there is ample parking available.
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The "Forever Work" of Conservation
(Continued from page 1)

If you’ve been by Flynn Woods Preserve in the last
year, you’ve probably seen that a parking area and
new covered picnic area have been installed there.
There are also portable restroom facilities, along with
running, potable water and a bicycle repair station.
Next up is improving and expanding the trail system to
include boardwalks and bridges over wetland areas.

This restoration will be ongoing, taking 5-10 years
to complete—but you’ll be able to see the changes
there season by season. You will also find a new
parking area here, completed just this month. The
Edward & Elizabeth Leonard Wildlife Preserve
also now includes a new parking area, near the
trailhead on Lakeside Road. Future plans include
an expanded trail system in both preserves.

 At Chris Thompson Memorial Preserve, the prairie
and forest restoration is underway in the old
agricultural field comprising the northern part of the 

preserve, starting with a prescribed burn and
seeding this past spring, as well as tree-planting in
the summer and fall.

L: Flynn Woods Preserve picnic shelter; R: bicycle repair station

Stewardship coordinator Dan Engel monitors newly planted tree
seedlings at Chris Thompson Memorial Preserve 

Merritt-Younger Preserve trail map

Chris Thompson Memorial Preserve's new parking area
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The "Forever Work" of Conservation

Save Time, Save Paper: Make a Monthly Gift
Setting up a monthly gift means you can
spread your annual donation over 12
months. The system automatically charges
your card each month, so you don't have to
worry about mailing a check or
remembering to renew your membership
each year. You can stop the payments at
any time. It just takes a few minutes to set
up-- simply go to our website and click on
the green "Donate Now" button to get
started!

Make your life easier! Go
online and make your annual

donation to COL a monthly gift. www.chikamingopenlands.org

Finally, we are moving forward with our plan for
recreational improvements at the new Sugarwood
Forest Preserve. A trail system has been laid out
and will be ready for hikers by summer 2022. A
parking area is also in the works, as is a prairie
restoration in the open field at the entrance to the
property.

And then there's the regular, ongoing work of
controlling invasive plants in our preserves, keeping
our existing trails clear of downed trees, and
monitoring the native plant and animal species that
call our natural areas home.

 

L: at Sugarwood Forest Preserve; R: proposed Sugarwood trail map

Recognizing that the "forever work" of maintaining
these cherished natural areas is a critical part of our
community's conservation story, this year the Earl and
Brenda Shapiro Foundation awarded COL a challenge
grant of $25,000 in support of stewarding our protected
lands. This means the Foundation challenged us to
raise an additional $25,000 in support of the kind of
land stewardship outlined here to match that grant. 

We are pleased to report that we met that challenge
and then some, to date raising nearly $40,000 in
support of the "forever work" that is such an important
part of our mission as a land conservancy. 

Because at the heart of what we do is a commitment to
ensure that these special places are available,
accessible, and can be shared by everyone in our
community—for generations to come. And by working
together with our supporters, neighbors and friends to
keep that commitment, we can have lasting impact on
our community, making certain that the natural, rural
character of this place is preserved—always.

Questions about our preserves, or about supporting
our work? Call our office at (269) 405-1006.



neighbors gathered to discuss the
property and the potential to acquire
and protect it. Longtime residents
shared the history and importance
of the property as the centerpiece to
the potential 30-acre conservation
corridor. Our team agreed that we
must act fast to protect it, or else the
forest would be lost in the COVID-
era housing boom and the character
of Harbert would change forever.”

 A Community Comes Together for Conservation
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On October 14, COL officially closed  on the purchase
of the Harbert Road Woods property, a 14-acre
stretch of woodland and wetland near the lakefront in
Harbert.  Harbert Road Woods expands our existing
5-acre Harbert Woods Preserve and connects to its
neighboring 9-acre The Woods Preserve, creating a
corridor of nearly 30 acres of protected land along
Harbert Road west of Red Arrow Highway.

The acreage to expand the preserve was acquired
thanks to a grassroots fundraising effort led by a
group of neighbors determined to ensure the property
remained undeveloped. More than 460 individuals and
organizations participated in the campaign to raise the
$1.4 million needed to complete the purchase of the
property and protect this valuable woodland and
wetland in perpetuity.

“It’s really fantastic what the neighbors and community
were able to accomplish in a relatively short time with
this fundraising campaign,” said Executive Director
Ryan Postema. “There was a high likelihood that this
property would have been divided and developed with
multiple homes, but it was also the missing link to
create a corridor of nature preserves along Harbert
Road. The volunteers and donors really stepped up
and the community came together in an extraordinary
way to ensure it was protected.”

“We were spurred to action by the sound of trees
being cut down [for a new road]," Brooke Long, one of
the leaders of the  Save Harbert Road Woods
committee, said. "Within days, a group of concerned  

COL was ultimately able to negotiate a deal with the
owner for two parcels of valuable mature forest and
wetland to expand and connect the preserves on
Harbert Road. “It’s unusual to find this much
undeveloped, natural landscape so close to the
lakefront in this area,” said Postema.

With the successful completion of the acquisition,
Long said, “At the heart of Harbor Country we have
discovered a community who deeply values the
natural environment and shares a love of protected,
open spaces. By engaging this broad community in
creative ways, we reached more than 460 donors
and completed the campaign against many odds (a
short timeline to raise funds for a high value
property during a pandemic). We feel immensely
grateful to Chikaming Open Lands, our local land
conservancy, who makes it possible for us all to live
by our values. This was a true grassroots effort -
individuals, families, and local businesses came
together to create a legacy asset that will be
enjoyed for generations to come.”

The expanded nature preserve will be open to the
public in the future for passive recreational
activities. COL and the neighbors envision
developing a short hiking trail through the woods
with pedestrian access from Harbert Road to allow
the community to visit and enjoy the beauty of the
preserve. 



Outreach Programs
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This year, with the support of a grant from The St. Joseph-Benton Harbor Rotary Foundation, we
expanded the #10Trail Challenge to include 15 trails spanning an area from South Bend to
Watervliet. It was our best Challenge ever, with 363 participants, 49 of whom completed the

challenge hiking 10 trails, and 27 who went the extra mile and did the #Extreme15... hiking all 15
trails during the month of July!

Special thanks to our program sponsor:
 
 

...and to our trail sponsors:

COL and volunteers joined the Michigan
Butterfly Network initiative, tracking and
monitoring butterfly populations in our
preserves.

This spring, we
partnered with four local
libraries to present 
 StoryWalk on the
Preserve, bringing
family-friendly
storybooks to the trails at
Robinson Woods, Turtle
Creek, Jens Jensen and
Burns Prairie Preserves.

In July, we offered a
paddle along the Galien
River and through our
Sima Marsh Preserve, in
partnership with a
naturalist from our local
Cooperative Invasive
Species Management
Area (CISMA). John Rucker, a traveling turtle

surveyor, brought his trained
"turtle dogs" to Turtle Creek
Preserve to sniff out Eastern box
turtles on the property.

During our Farm Tour series this summer, we went
to Harris Family Farm Foundation and Flatwater
Farms to learn about sustainable farming practices
in our community, and how to adopt those
practices in our home gardens.

We held a weekday
summer series
called Conservation
Corner, in which we
had experts talk
about invasive
species, mammals
of Michigan, and
native landscaping.
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Animal Attraction Hike
Sat. February 12, 1:00 p.m.
Chris Thompson Memorial Preserve
Find out about all the different ways
animals attract a mate, including brightly
colored plumage, crazy dances and
boisterous calls.
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Upcoming Programs

...and more! 
You can see all of the events and programs we offer on our website:

 www.chikamingopenlands.org/events

Maple Syrup Tapping
Sat. February 26, 11:00 a.m. or 2:00 p.m.
Covenant Farms
Join us at Covenant Farms to discover
how maple syrup goes from tree to table.
Note: winter weather determines how the
sap flows, so this date may change. 

Pop-Up Winter Outings
Dates and locations TDB
COL plans to host a few "pop-up"
programs, like hikes, cross country
ski/snowshoe outings, etc. Events will be
scheduled based on weather conditions.

Animal Tracks and Scat Hike
Sat. January 15, 1:00 p.m.
Edward & Elizabeth Leonard
Wildlife Preserve
Winter is the perfect time to learn to
identify native animals by their tracks and
scat.


