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CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION 
 

The purpose of this Five-Year Parks and Recreation Plan is to enable Three Oaks 
Township to improve quality of life for its citizens.  A Parks and Recreation Plan 
represents a foundation policy statement about what a community is, what its 
residents value and what those residents hope the community will become in 
connection with parks and recreation facilities and services.  
 
Three Oaks Township appreciates the significant contribution of recreation to the 
quality of life and the physical health of its citizens. This recognition has been 
manifested in this effort to update its 2005 Community Parks and Recreation Plan 
with the hopes of improving local park systems, recreational amenities, 
preservation of natural areas and opening of government-owned lands to public 
recreation.  While quality of life in the community is excellent, the Township 
government has chosen to take an active role in the delivery of recreation 
opportunities by completing this Five-Year Parks and Recreation Plan. The Three 
Oaks community continues to dedicate itself to improving recreational offerings. 
 
Parks and recreation planning is an exercise engaged by local and state 
governments and authorities to anticipate change, promote needed change, and to 
control or direct recreational development in such a way as to benefit the entire 
community. It has the aim of harmonizing the available recreational resources and 
activities with the environmental, aesthetic, and cultural requirements of the 
Township.  Consideration of recreation in the community extends beyond the 
boundaries of the Township; and the preparation of this plan therefore 
contemplated amenities in adjacent communities.   
 
This Three Oaks Township Five-Year Parks and Recreation Plan provides a policy 
and decision making guide regarding future improvements. Key planning issues 
are identified, a clear set of goals and objectives are outlined, and specific 
implementation projects are identified.  This Plan reflects the community’s deep 
concern for the natural beauty of its surroundings, a strong commitment to 
strengthen sense of community, a desire to heighten awareness of local and 
regional amenities, and dedication to preserve natural features. The plan outlines 
the preferred future for parks and recreation and a comprehensive plan to realize 
it. 
 
The Township’s Parks and Recreation Plan was last updated in 2005.  General 
recreation planning practice suggests, and the Michigan Department of Natural 
Resources and Environment (MDNRE) requires, that Parks and Recreation Plans 
be reviewed and updated every five years to keep them current. Following the 
MDNRE’s guidelines establishes the Township’s eligibility to apply for grant funds 
that would otherwise be unavailable.  The former 2005 plan reflected many 
current conditions and trends, so the effort to update it in 2010 enabled the 
community to focus on particular challenges rather than restrict the effort to a 
more general overview. 
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CHAPTER 2. COMMUNITY DESCRIPTION 
 

Three Oaks Township is located near the southwest corner of Berrien County and 
is adjacent to LaPorte County, Indiana.  The Village of Three Oaks, a municipality 
distinct from the Township, is situated in the center of the Township and occupies 
approximately one square mile.  The Township includes a mere 23 square mile 
sections, compared to the 36 sections common in most Michigan townships.  The 
community is approximately 6 miles east of the City of New Buffalo, 25 miles 
south of the St. Joseph/Benton Harbor area, 60 miles southwest of Kalamazoo, 
and 25 miles northwest of South Bend, Indiana.  The City of Chicago is roughly 
65 miles to the southwest.  Map 1 illustrates the Township’s location in a regional 
context.   
 
This Chapter will summarize Township characteristics and resources that may 
influence parks and recreation planning.   

 
 
Development Patterns  

 
Three Oaks Township is a rural southwestern Michigan community defined by 
agriculture, rivers and streams, pastoral viewsheds, open spaces, and proximity to 
the Lake Michigan shore.  Over 10,200 acres, or 69% of the Township’s land area, 
is classified as being agricultural, based on property classification information. 
 
Residential development has primarily been limited to scattered single-family 
acreage home-sites fronting on major roads.  No quadrant of the Township has 
experienced significantly more residential growth than another.  The Township 
has remained rural and has not experienced considerable demand for suburban-
type residential development, such as sprawling subdivisions or conventional strip 
malls.   
 
Commercial land uses are concentrated along US-12, the main east-west corridor 
traversing through the Township.  These uses are generally intended to serve 
residents of the local community; large-scale establishments designed or intended 
to draw from the region exist outside of the Township.  Limited land area is used 
for commercial purposes, and most service and retailing needs are presumably met 
by establishments along the lakeshore, approximately 6 miles to the west, or in 
other larger communities within 30 miles or so. 
 
The Village of Three Oaks is the geographic, political and cultural center of the 
community, is more densely developed than the Township, and includes a quaint 
walkable downtown area.  The main street area, along Elm Street, includes a small 
concentration of personal service establishments and restaurants.  The Township 
and Village have enjoyed a history of collaboration and these joint planning efforts 
are expected to continue into the future.   
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Natural Features 
 
Streams  
Three Oaks Township boasts several tributaries and one river that navigate 
through the terrain.  The Galien River rises from the outflow of Dayton Lake in 
Bertrand Township and flows west from the Village of Galien.  The Galien passes 
through the northwest corner of the Township.  The South Branch of the Galien 
River, a separate tributary, rises in northern Indiana and flows north through 
Three Oaks Township’s southwest corner.  The other significant tributary in the 
Township is Spring Creek, which rises in the northeast corner of LaPorte County, 
Indiana, flowing north from Galena Township into Three Oaks Township.     
 
These natural streams add aethetic value to the community and are a recreational 
resource.  The streams are used for fishing, canoeing, kayaking, and are a scenic 
amenity. 
 
Lakes  
Several small inland lakes exist in Three Oaks Township and cover approximately 
70 acres, or 0.5% of the Township’s total land area of just over 23 square miles.  
Of these water bodies, only Klutes Lake and Sans Souci Lake are named.  In the 
County overall, there are 8,141 acres of surface water, accounting for 2.2% of the 
total area of the County.  The Township portion of the County’s water surface is 
only 0.8%. 
 
In many communities, inland lakes serve as magnets for residential development, 
as lakes can serve as a substantial recreational resource and a prized residential 
amenity.  Nevertheless, the small lakes in Three Oaks Township have not attracted 
much residential development and remain surrounded by open space, farm fields, 
and sensitive environmental lands.  Natural streams in the Township have 
experienced varying degrees of residential development along their shorelines, 
however.   
 
The lakes in the Township have the potential to provide aesthetic and recreational 
values while also functioning as natural retention and groundwater recharge 
basins.  Public access points are not currently provided, but might be to offer 
opportunity for citizens without private lake frontage to enjoy these water features. 
 
Open Space and Woodlands 
Most of Three Oak Township’s native vegetation has been lost to agriculture.  
However, there are remnant forested areas, primarily consisting of deciduous trees.  
The bulk of these woodlands appear to correspond with wetland areas or follow 
the tributaries.  Approximately 4,446 acres, or 30% of the Township, were 
classified in the 1992 National Land Cover Dataset as open lands or woodlands.  
Forested lands provide ground cover, maintain water tables and retard water 
runoff.  Furthermore, sizeable stands of trees are important elements of the rural 
character of the Township, providing wildlife habitat and aesthetic values for 
residents.  Although most of these lands are privately owned, they surely provide 
some recreational opportunity.  
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Selected Social Characteristics  

 
In any parks and recreation planning effort, it is helpful to review trends in 
population change and key characteristics of the community.    
 
Population Change 
Three Oaks Township has experienced population decline.  Table 1 illustrates that 
Three Oaks Township has seen decreases in population from 1990 to 2006, 
although the decreases were minor, according to the 
US Census.  Between 1970 and 2006, the Township 
lost 57 residents.  For many townships in Michigan, 
this 35-year period was a time of rapid 
suburbanization.  However, Three Oaks Township’s 
minor population loss is generally consistent with 
trends in the surrounding rural area and appears to be 
caused by regional factors beyond the control of local 
government. 
 
To put this rate of population change in perspective, it is appropriate to compare 
the community with its neighbors.  Figure 1 compares a 35-year population change 
history in Three Oaks Township to that of other communities in southern Berrien 
County and is based on US Census information.  Figure 2 shows that all adjacent 
communities have experienced a percentage population decline between 1980 and 
2006, with the largest population loss occurring between 1980 and 1990.  Three 
Oaks Township is the only community not experiencing a rebound in population 
growth this decade.  For further perspective, between 1990 and 2000, Berrien 
County overall gained 1,075 people; but lost 2,972 people between 2000 and 
2008, according to the US Census estimate. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
1 The Village accounts for approximately half of these population figures. 

Table 1 Population Change1 
Year Population % Change 
1970 2,894 - 
1980 3,045 5% 
1990 2,952 -3% 
2000 2,949 -.1% 
2006 2,837 -4% 

0

500

1,000

1,500

2,000

2,500

3,000

3,500

4,000

4,500

P
op
ul
at
io
n

Three Oaks Twp Chikaming Twp Galien Twp New Buffalo Twp

Municipality

Figure 1. Comparative Rates of Population Change

1980 1990 2000 2006

‐14%

‐8%

‐5%

‐7%

Three Oaks 
Township’s minor 
population loss is 

generally consistent 
with trends in the 

surrounding rural area. 



 Chapter 2. Community Description  

 6 Three Oaks Township 
  Five-Year Parks and Recreation Plan 

 
 
It is important to note that the population figures discussed above do not reflect 
seasonal influxes of tourists during summer months.  Three Oaks Township is 
located near the Lake Michigan resort communities and wineries of Berrien 
County.  Increasingly, a second home population is becoming evident in the 
Township, as people from Chicago and elsewhere seek to enjoy the country charm 
manifested in the Three Oaks community and in the surrounding vicinity.   The 
Township’s proximity to Lake Michigan, identity as a rural enclave, nationally-
recognized bicycling events, and its location near major transportation routes help 
to establish a budding tourism potential that is beginning to blossom.  Increased 
tourism will likely impact population counts in the Township, although growth 
may be limited to summer months and not always clearly reflected in US Census 
information. 
 
Age Distribution   
Contemplating age characteristics can assist in determining the type of recreational 
facilities that may be needed or desired.  For example, if a large portion of the 
population were younger, the Township may benefit from additional active 
recreation facilities.  Similarly, a significant senior population may have 
implications for more passive recreational opportunities, such as trails and 
community centers. 
 
In 2000, the median age of Three Oaks Township residents was 38.3 years, older 
than the County (32.7 years), and slightly older than the State and the U.S. (35.5 
and 35.3 years, respectively).  The median age represents the mid-point in the 
range of all ages within the Township; one-half of the population is younger and 
one-half of the population older. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

More than 20% of the 
Township’s population 
is under the age of 15. 

7.1 6.6
7.9

6.5 5.7

12.6

15.2 15.2

5
4.2

7.6

4.7

1.7

0

2
4

6

8

10
12

14

16

P
er
ce
nt

Unde
r 5

5 to
 9

10
 to

 14

15
 to

 19

20 t
o 2

4

25 t
o 34

35
 to

 44

45 t
o 54

55
 to

 59

60
 to

 64

65 t
o 7

4

75 t
o 84

85
 an

d ov
er

Age

Figure 2.  Age Distribution 

Population figures do 
not reflect seasonal 
influxes of tourists 

during summer 
months. 



 Chapter 2. Community Description  

 7 Three Oaks Township 
  Five-Year Parks and Recreation Plan 

 
Despite the general aging of the “baby boomer” population recognized nationally, 
more than 20% of the Township’s population is under the age of 15, suggesting a 
potential need for youth-related facilities.  Additionally, over 40% of the Township 
falls within the 25-54 age range, which suggests a strong number of traditional 
families with children living in the Township.  About 14% of the Township’s 
population is over the age of 65, equivalent to the percentage of the County’s 
population within this age group. 
 
Disability Status 
In planning for improvements to park facilities, it is important to contemplate the 
needs of those with disabilities.  The 2000 Census reports that 20% of Three Oaks 
Township residents have some disability.  Comparatively, 18.6% of the County 
and 19.3% of the U.S. overall have a disability.   
 
In summer months, the entry of a tourist population may increase the number of 
people with disabilities.  The Township has noted that the senior citizen 
population in the area swells during tourist season, which may increase the need 
for facilities designed for those with some mobility limitations.   

 
 

IMPLICATIONS – COMMUNITY DESCRIPTION  
 

1. Three Oaks Township has experienced very little population change, with 
modest decline in the past 35 years or so.  It will be important to consider 
a lack of growth in evaluating whether brand new facilities are needed.     

2. Analysis of age distribution for Township residents reveals a likely demand 
for facilities appealing to youth.   

3. The abundance of water and other natural resources should be considered 
in any effort to plan for future parkland.  These invaluable amenities are 
likely conduits to augment quality of life in Three Oaks Township by 
offering a variety of opportunities. 

4. While the percentage of Township residents with a disability, according to 
Census information, is not significantly greater that the County and 
nation overall, universal accessibility and design should be contemplated 
in any effort to plan for future facilities to help ensure that each and every 
person has the opportunity to play and participate. 
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CHAPTER 3. ADMINISTRATIVE STRUCTURE 
  

The Three Oaks Township Board of Trustees is the elected body that functions as 
the main governing body representing citizen interests. Local recreation service 
needs have generally not been amplified through the years, as the community’s 
growth rate has been stagnant; and therefore, additional governmental agencies 
and administrative divisions to better serve the varied needs of the Township have 
not been necessary.  Accordingly, the Township is deficient of an organized parks 
department, commission, or staff dedicated solely to recreational services.  This 
Chapter of the Parks and Recreation Plan will describe how park and recreation 
functions in the Township are administered.  

 
 

Organization and Roles 
 

Leadership Structure 
The Three Oaks Community Township Parks and Recreation Plan was published 
in 2005, and represents the Township’s first effort at completing a recreation plan.  
That plan was prepared by a Township Board-appointed Recreation Planning 
Committee.  This Committee was informal and existed for the sole purpose of 
plan development and has disbanded.  The Committee played an important role, 
and formally engaged recreation planning in the community for the first time.   
 
In addition, the Planning Commission has addressed the provision of open space 
preservation and had unofficially and generally identified areas for potential use as 
recreational facilities in comprehensive master planning efforts.  Otherwise, parks 
and recreation planning in the Township has been limited.  
 
Historically, the Township Board has taken on the role of administration and 
coordinating maintenance and operations; and the Township Board has made 
decisions regarding budgeting, land acquisition, facilities and program 
development.  The leadership structure is not formalized and everyone is 
encouraged to participate in the local parks and recreation planning process.   
 
Recreation Staff  
Three Oaks Township lacks a traditional parks and recreation department.  
Consequently, there is no staff to support recreation planning efforts, including 
programming.  Active Township Board members assume responsibility for the 
purposes of improving recreation in Three Oaks Township. 
 
The Township is not currently engaged in maintenance of recreation facilities, as 
there is no need presently for maintenance of facilities.  However, in the future as 
land is developed or as new facilities are planned and constructed, maintenance 
activities will be needed.  Responsibilities are assumed to be fairly miscellaneous 
and include refuse collection, painting, cleaning, repair, mowing, etc.  The 
Township will likely contract with a firm for the necessary services as maintenance 
needs arise in the future. 
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Relationships with Other Organizations and Volunteers 
Communities can benefit from social, youth-oriented and/or competitive activities 
programmed in local parks.  Often such activities are programmed by organizations 
or private groups requiring fee payment to participate.  Three Oaks Township does 
not have any existing relationships with such organizations or volunteer entities, 
however.  Additionally, there is no formal recreational programming; the 
Township does not offer activities.  The Township does not have an established 
process for volunteers to influence recreation. 
 
Nevertheless, parks, recreation and other leisure-time activities are an important 
element in the lifestyle of southwest Michigan.  As such, local groups often 
coordinate a variety of local events via an active, informal network of dedicated 
volunteers.  Primary participants in connection with the Three Oaks area include 
the Village of Three Oaks, the Township, the Three Oaks Business Association, 
the Village of Three Oaks Downtown Development Authority, and the Harbor 
Country Chamber of Commerce.  These entities periodically plan social activities 
for the community.  
 
The Three Oaks Spokes Bicycle Club also organizes events in the community.  The 
Club is a non-profit, membership-based club formed in 1974 to promote bicycling 
in southwest Michigan and northwest Indiana.  The group sponsors the Apple 
Cider Century (ACC), which is an annual, one-day bicycle tour of up to 100 miles 
through the region’s wine country, orchards, vineyards, and forests.  The ACC has 
become the Midwest’s largest century event with roughly 5,000 participants in 
2009.2  The recreational, cultural, and social value of the ACC and other 
contributions of the Three Oaks Spokes Bicycle Club to the community are 
incalculable.   
   
Organizational Chart 
Following is a chart that depicts the relationship of the Township Board with 
other entities that may influence parks and recreation in Three Oaks Township.  
The process is informal and the input of all residents and stakeholders is sought. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
2 This information was derived from www.applecidercentury.com. 

Figure 3 Organizational Chart 
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Current Budget and Funding  

 
Three Oaks Township parks and recreation activities are funded with general fund 
dollars; there are no separate millages.  Additionally, there are no sources of 
income for parks and recreation.  The Township Board oversees budgeting and 
allocates the appropriate funding amount based on projected needs.   
 
The Township and the Village of Three Oaks have developed a partnership 
regarding the provision of services in the community to jointly improve quality of 
life for residents of both jurisdictions.  This informal agreement extends to 
recreation; and occasionally, the Township will assist the Village in funding a 
facility or activity.  For example, the Township provided the Village with $25,000 
to be spent on lighting the ball fields at Watkins Park. 
 
Table 2 summarizes the budget allocations for parks and recreation in Three Oaks 
Township.  The Township Board has not had to consistently apportion significant 
amounts of funding toward recreation, since the Township currently offers few 
facilities and no programs.  Table 2 illustrates general funding amounts for 2006 
through 2010.  This money has been used for tools and supplies, such as refuse 
bags; maintenance, such as mowing, trimming, and painting; and other activities. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

IMPLICATIONS – ADMINISTRATIVE STRUCTURE  
 

The Township does not have a recreation department; and consequently, the 
members of the Township Board serve many roles.  The small-town community of 
roughly 2,800 people does not utilize staff dedicated solely to recreation.  
Although the community is quite rural, additional recreational facilities or 
programs will likely be planned in the future.  This influx of activity, without 
adequate staff, may be an encumbrance to the existing staff and leadership.  It will 
therefore be important for the community to evaluate whether additional staff, or 
a revised appointment of responsibilities, are required in the future. 

 

Table 2 

Parks Budget History 

 2006 
Budget ($) 

2007 
Budget ($) 

2008 
Budget ($) 

2009 
Budget ($) 

2010  
Budget ($) 

Total 5,000 10,000 500 1,000 8,000 
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CHAPTER 4. RECREATION INVENTORY 
 
Chapter 4 provides an inventory of recreational facilities in the community.  The 
inventory and analysis of facilities was conducted by the Township’s planning 
consultant with the intent of developing a comprehensive perspective.  The 
following elements were sources of information or considerations during the 
development of Chapter 4: 

• The first-hand knowledge and informed opinions of Township leadership 
and interested and committed citizens who participated in public input 
exercises associated with this Plan. 

• National Recreation and Parks Association (NRPA) standards. 

• The distinctive social and natural character of Three Oaks Township. 

• Trends in funding and plans for new facilities. 

• Availability and proximity of regional or nearby facilities. 
 
The NRPA has established generally recognized standards for classifying types of 
parkland based on size and function.  These designations have been adopted by 
the MDNRE; and provide one method of defining the purpose and use of 
facilities.  Public facilities in Three Oaks Township are classified using this system.  
Facilities available to the public are shown in a Township-wide context on Map 2. 
 
 

Facilities Available to the Public 
 

The Township owns properties near a nature preserve and anticipates some level 
of development to make the land accessible for public enjoyment, and to connect 
the land with the preserve; although these properties will largely remain 
undeveloped conservation areas.  In addition, the Township owns a small property 
that includes a historic school structure that is planned for use as a community 
center.  There are no State or County parks in the Township. 
 
None of the Township’s facilities have been partially or completely acquired 
and/or developed with MDNRE recreation grant funds.  The MDNRE office of 
Grants Management was consulted in this determination. 
 
Kesling Nature Preserve 
Kesling Nature Preserve was established in 2004 by the Southwest Michigan Land 
Conservancy.  The 55-acre preservation area includes a half-mile trail loop, a one-
mile trail loop, and incredible scenic views overlooking forested tributaries.  The 
land boasts significant wildlife habitat and is known as a popular destination for 
bird-watching.  In fact, the State Threatened Yellow-throated Warbler is known to 
nest within Kesling Nature Preserve.  Additionally, the South Branch of the Galien 
River meanders through the property, and offers tremendous fishing opportunities 
to visitors.3  This facility is not owned or maintained by the Township, but it is 
available for public use; and may be classified as a Natural Resource Area. 

                                                           
3 This information was derived from the website of the Southwest Michigan Land Conservancy. 
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Kesling Nature Preserve 
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Three Oaks Township Conservation Area 
The northern segment of the Three Oaks Township Conservation Area is adjacent 
to, and east of, the Kesling Nature Preserve.  The 15-acre property is owned and 
maintained by Three Oaks Township and may also be classified as a Natural 
Resource Area.  A gravel parking area exists to serve visitors.  Trail connections 
complimentary to the existing trails within the Nature Preserve are being planned 
for the Township land; however, currently only foot trails provide access to the 
property.  One-third of the land is defined as a natural prairie; and must be mowed 
once every three years to maintain the quality and integrity of the grasslands.  The 
Township Conservation Area combines with the Kesling Nature Preserve to 
provide about 70 acres of contiguous preserved lands that can be used for nature 
interpretation, walking, hiking, mountain biking, fishing and wildlife viewing.   
 
Additionally, the Township has recently acquired approximately 80 acres of 
beautiful wooded property along the South Branch of the Galien River.  The 
property has access from Forest Lawn Road and is almost directly across from the 
Three Oaks Township Conservation Area and Kesling Nature Preserve; creating a 
cluster of natural resource preserves in the southwest quadrant of the community.  
Although this property is not directly connected to the 15-acre area described 
above, the Township considers this land the southern segment of the Three Oaks 
Township Conservation Area; and combined with the northern segment, the 
preserved lands total a cumulative 95 acres.  Combined with the Kesling Nature 
Preserve, the southwest quadrant of the Township offers 150 acres of natural area 
for residents and visitors of Three Oaks Township. 
 
Spring Creek School 
The Spring Creek School sits on a triangular-shaped property almost one acre in 
land area, at the corner of Three Oaks Road and Donner Road.  The single-room 
schoolhouse was built in 1886 and is owned and maintained by Three Oaks 
Township.  For years, the building lacked modern heat and ventilation systems, 
electricity, and plumbing facilities.  Since the previous Parks and Recreation Plan 
was published, the Township has prepared plans to renovate the historic structure, 
which may be classified as Special Use. 
 
The 2005 Parks and Recreation Plan identified the property as a potential 
community resource that can be incorporated into the public parks system in the 
Township.  That plan called for rehabilitation of the building into a community 
center or museum with a portion of the grounds being used as a trailhead staging 
area related to the Backroads Bikeway trail system.  The Backroads Bikeway trail 
system is an informal network of 12 distinct loops – or routes – via secondary 
roads throughout the region, ranging from 5 miles to 60 miles in length, and 
organized by the Three Oaks Spokes Bicycle Club.  Additional efforts are necessary 
to convert the schoolhouse property into a recreational resource, and Appendix 1 
includes the preliminary redevelopment plans that have been crafted to date.  
 
 
 

Spring Creek School 

The Township has recently 
acquired approximately 80 
acres of beautiful wooded 
property along the South 

Branch of the Galien River. 

The southwest quadrant 
of the Township offers 

150 acres of permanently-
preserved natural area. 



 Chapter 4. Recreation Inventory 

 17 Three Oaks Township 
  Five-Year Parks and Recreation Plan 

 
 
Public Facility Analysis 

 
Acreage 
Table 3 is a summary of one method of analyzing deficiencies in parkland, based 
on the facilities currently provided in the Township.  The figures presented in 
Table 3 are based on NRPA standards and the 2006 population estimate of 2,837 
people. 4 
 

Table 3 

Public Facilities Acreage Analysis 

Park Type 

Recommended 
Acres per  

1,000 residents 

Recommended 
Acres for  

Three Oaks Twp 

Acres Provided in 
Three Oaks Twp 

Deficiency / 
Surplus (+) 

(acres) 
Mini-Park .375 1.06 0 1.06 
Community Park 6.5 18.4 0 18.4 
Regional Park 7.5 21.2 0 21.2 
Linear Park  1/region 0 1 
Natural Resource Area1 variable variable 150 +150 
Special Use2 variable variable .85 +.85 
1 While Kesling Nature Preserve is not a Township facility, it is public and may therefore be included in this analysis.  
Additionally, the Three Oaks Conservation Area is included  
2 Although the Spring Creek School property has yet to be renovated into a recreation resource, plans are in place for 
such an achievement and therefore the facility may be included in this analysis 

 
 
Amenities  
Table 4 depicts Township deficiencies in specific elements commonly found in 
parkland, based on NRPA standards.5  The Township is deficient in the following 
facilities: tennis courts, playgrounds, baseball/softball areas, basketball courts, and 
volleyball areas. 
 
The NRPA suggests a certain number of facilities per every few thousand people. 
Three Oaks Township is very rural and is not likely to reach a population greater 
than 5,000 people within the next 5 years or so; and therefore, only the population 
thresholds of up to 5,000 people are recognized in this analysis.  Moreover, the 
Village of Three Oaks is the center of the community; and Township residents 
frequent Village parks.  While the Township is deficient of particular facilities on 
paper, accounting for parks in the Village would eliminate deficiencies in 
volleyball areas, basketball courts, playgrounds and baseball/softball areas.  Even 
so, the need for tennis courts would remain; although 2 courts exist about 3 miles 
north of the Township at River Valley High School in Chikaming Towsnhip. 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
4 Lancaster, Roger A.  Ed. 1983.  Recreation, Park and Open Space Standards and Guidelines.  Alexandria, VA: NRPA. 
5 Ibid. 
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Table 4 

Specific Facilities Analysis  

Amenities 
Standard 

Recommended 
for Three 

Oaks Twp1 

Public Twp 
Facility 

Other Public 
Facility in 

Twp 

School 
Facility in 

Twp 

Deficiency / 
Surplus (+) 

Trails 1/region 1 0 Yes2 0 0 
Swimming Pool 1/20,000 0 0 0 0 0 
Running Track 1/20,000 0 0 0 0 0 
Tennis 1/2,000 1 0 0 0 1 
Playground 1/3,000 1 0 0 0 1 
Baseball/Softball 1/5,000 1 0 0 0 1 
Basketball 1/5,000 1 0 0 0 1 
Volleyball 1/5,000 1 0 0 0 1 
Soccer 1/10,000 0 0 0 0 0 
Football 1/20,000 0 0 0 0 0 
1 Based on the 2006 population estimate of 2,837 
2  Pathways in the Kesling Nature Preserve and the unofficial bicycle routes organized by the Three Oaks Spokes Bicycle Club 
are embraced by the community and contemplated here, but more formal non-motorized transportation routes with regional 
connections will likely be desired to provide a more meaningful trail network 

 
 
Service Area 
In addition to considering the acreage and amenities of park areas, it is also 
important to review park distribution throughout the Township.  It is helpful to 
closely review where residents live, with the goal being to locate important park 
facilities within proximity to a concentration of rooftops; and to plan new facilities 
near areas underserved with easy access to parkland.   
 
The NRPA promulgates “service area” standards for different types of park 
facilities, as follows: 

• Mini Parks, 0.25 miles or less 

• Neighborhood Parks, 0.25-0.5 miles 

• Community Parks, 1.0 to 2.0 miles 

• Regional Parks, approximately 30 minutes of drive time 
 
However, these service area standards are not directly applicable to Three Oaks 
Township recreation facilities, because the facilities in the Township do not fall 
within any of these classifications.  Other facilities, such as special use areas and 
natural resource areas, do not have a defined service area, per the NRPA; because 
these facilities have more specific target users and naturally draw from a broader 
area.   
 
Although service area standards may imply that only people residing within a 
certain distance of a park will be sufficiently and conveniently served, public parks 
are intended for use by all community residents and are open to the public.  
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Nevertheless, it may be ideal to consider areas outside of an existing service area 
radius for additional park land acquisition to help ensure Township residents are 
adequately served with parks geographically distributed throughout the 
community.     
 
Map 3 applies these service area radiuses to parks within the Village of Three 
Oaks; to assist in evaluating where, if any, new parks might be located in the 
Township to disperse amenities and serve the entire community.  Additionally, 
Harbert Community Park, north of Three Oaks Township in Chikaming 
Township, also has a service area that extends into the Township.  Furthermore, 
improving accessibility and non-motorized connections to existing facilities may be 
one tool to establish a connected and meaningful recreation network in the 
community.   

 
Accessibility  
Federal and State laws prohibit discrimination on the basis of physical ability in 
connection with recreational facilities owned by the Township.  Developed park 
facilities must comply with barrier-free design standards.  Public facilities in Three 
Oaks Township have been critiqued to understand the need for improvements 
relating to barrier-free accessibility.  In addition, as park development is considered 
in the future, barrier-free accessibility is a significant priority item to help ensure 
that recreation can be enjoyed by all residents and visitors of Three Oaks 
Township.  The community is devoted to this effort.   
 
Following is a summary of an adapted scoring system generally in accordance with 
MDNRE standards: 

• Level 1.  None of the facilities in the park meet accessbility guidelines.  
Little pavement is provided and access routes to the facilities are not easily 
accessible. 

• Level 2.  Some of the facilities meet accessibility guidelines, but many of 
the facilities or the access routes to them are not easily accessible.   

• Level 3.  Most of the facilities meet accessibility guidelines.  Parking areas 
and walkways are paved; and while most facilities are generally accessible, 
some barriers may exist for certain people because of age, ability or 
situation. 

• Level 4.  All of the facilities meet accessibility guidelines.  The park is 
accessible and the routes to facilities within the park are accessible, but 
some play or other equipment may not be designed for everyone. 

• Level 5.  Universal design guidelines were used to design the entire park. 
 
Table 5 summarizes the accessibility of public facilities located within Three Oaks 
Township. 
 
 
 

Barrier-free accessibility 
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Table 5 

Public Facilities Accessibility Assessment 

Facility 

Ownership Accessibility Level / Summary 

Kesling  
Nature Preserve 

Southwest 
Michigan Land 
Conservancy 

2 / Most of the amenities and access routes to them are not paved.  
Non-paved parking, trails, and fishing areas are inaccessible.  
However, this facility is primarily intended as a natural resource area, 
not an improved park.  Conventional paving could potentially increase 
runoff in environmentally-sensitive areas and pollute groundwater 
reserves.  Nonetheless, as any future improvements are made in the 
future, it may be appropriate to partner with the SWMLC on 
accessibility 

Three Oaks Township 
Conservation Area  Township 

n/a / This site is currently open space, and as an undeveloped site, it is 
impossible to score.  In planning for any future development, 
improved trails, an improved parking lot, fish cleaning stations, fishing 
piers, etc, it will be important to ensure that facilities and the routes 
to them are accessible and preferably paved to allow simpler access 
and mobility.  It should be noted that the gravel parking lot in the 
northern portion is not accessible, and the Township should 
contemplate a unitary surface to allow for easier wheelchair use 

Spring Creek 
 School 

Township 
n/a / Traditional recreation facilities are not provided at this time so it 
is impossible to score this facility.  However, planned improvements 
include a wheelchair ramp and accessible restrooms 
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Private Facilities in Three Oaks Township 

 
Equestrian  
The Spring Creek Equestrian Center, located near Martin Road and Witt Road in 
the Township, provides a variety of services to clients.  For example, horse-riding 
lessons are offered, as well as a host of other training and children’s programs.  
The center is privately-owned and open to the public for a fee. 
 
Hunting 
Deer Creek Hunt Club is a 500-acre sportsman facility located at the southwest 
corner of US-12 and Basswood Road in the Township.  The club offers seasonal 
upland game hunting, year-round clay-target shooting, a pro shop, banquet and 
conference facilities, shooting lessons, and gun rental.  Deer Creek Hunt Club is 
privately-owned and open to the public for a fee.   

 
 
Regional or Nearby Public Facilities  

 
Parks in Adjacent Communities  
Six recreation areas exist in the Village of Three Oaks.  Watkins Park is the largest 
Village park, and is approximately 31.5 acres.  Watkins Park includes play 
equipment, 3 half-court basketball courts, 3 volleyball courts, a baseball field, a 
nature trail, the Boughner Memorial Building, the Lions Club Building, modern 
restrooms and a picnic shelter.  Following are additional facilities located in the 
Village: 

• Less than one acre in land area, Carver Park functions as the gateway into 
downtown Three Oaks from US-12 and offers notable landscaping, 
benches, and community signage.   

• Dewey Cannon Park is a 1.5-acre facility named after the Dewey Cannon 
designated historic site; a gazebo, volleyball courts, benches, drinking 
fountain, and picnic facilities are offered.   

• Dillard Park is less than one acre and includes play equipment, a drinking 
fountain, and benches.   

• American Legion Ball Field is a 4.3-acre site including two baseball fields 
and associated amenities and is owned by the American Legion.   

• Bicycle Museum, while privately-owned, provides a drinking fountain, 
bicycle racks, and picnic facilities and may be viewed as a bicycling staging 
area, although designated trails are not constructed. 

• Chamberlain Path should also be mentioned.  Chamberlain Path, while 
not a recreational facility, is an attractive and iconic community place 
installed by the Harbor Arts organization.  The facility is situated on an 
area 200 feet in length, and varying between 60 feet and 100 feet in width.  
It includes a walkway, a small green space, and multiple art sculptures on 
display. 
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The Chikaming Township Park Board maintains four parks and six road-end 
beach access points to Lake Michigan.  The parks include Cherry Street Beach, 
Harbert Community Park, Harbert Road Nature Preserve, and Chikaming 
Township Park and Preserve.  New Buffalo Township owns and maintains 
Memorial Park; the Township also owns “Glassman Park,” but this facility is 
vacant and there are no plans to develop it in the near future.  In Galien 
Township, there are two public parks: the 5.5-acre City Park and the 2-acre 
American Legion Park. 
 
School Facilities  
Public school facilities, including playgrounds and sports fields and courts, can add 
tremendous recreational value to a community.  The Township is encompassed 
within the River Valley School District; but the district has not built facilities in 
the Township.  One school facility is located in the Village, however; the Three 
Oaks Elementary site includes play equipment on an area roughly one-half acre in 
size.  
 
State and County Facilities 
Although there are no regional trails in Berrien County, there are regional trails 
throughout LaPorte County, Indiana.  Additionally, the MDNRE and Berrien 
County offer many recreational amenities in the southwest Michigan region, 
including the following facilities within proximity to Three Oaks Township in 
southern Berrien County.  These facilities are shown on Map 4.  Additionally, 
Appendix 2 depicts State-recognized snowmobile trails that traverse the County of 
Berrien; including one route which navigates through Three Oaks Township. 

Berrien County    State of Michigan 

Silver Beach County Park   Warren Dunes State Park 

Love Creek County Park   Grand Mere State Park 

Madeline Bertrand County Park  Warren Woods State Park 

Rocky Gap County Park   Jasper Dairy Road State Park 

Indian Bowl County Park  Miami Marina State Boat Launch 

Galien River County Park Preserve Boyle Lake State Wildlife Park 

 
 

IMPLICATIONS – RECREATION INVENTORY 
 

1. Population change has been stagnant, suggesting that demand for facilities 
would have remained relatively unchanged over the past few years.  
However, national benchmark standards suggest a deficiency in facilities.  
The Township should carefully contemplate NRPA suggestions within the 
context of the community’s identified needs.  

2. The lack of developed school, County and State recreational facilities may 
put Three Oaks Township residents at a disadvantage; and may add 
burden to the Township government to provide adequate parkland and 
recreational facilities.  However, various facilities, though located outside 

Warren Dunes  
State Park 
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the Township, are within a very short distance from the Township’s 
borders.  

3. Parkland in adjacent communities lends itself to desired connections 
within Three Oaks Township to provide meaningful linkages among 
regional destinations.  While the Three Oaks Spokes Bicycle Club has 
delineated several bicycle routes, official bike trails intended exclusively for 
non-motorized use are not provided.  Additionally, regional facilities and 
local parks in adjacent communities, such as Chikaming Township and 
the Village of Three Oaks, can be integrated into the Township’s parks 
system more gracefully by linking with these facilities via non-motorized 
transportation routes.  Engaging a regional discussion on non-motorized 
linkages will benefit all communities in the vicinity. 

4. Significant portions of Three Oaks Township are not within the service 
area of an existing park facility, even when factoring in the parks located 
within the Village of Three Oaks. 

5. The MDNRE has never funded a public, Township-owned facility in 
Three Oaks Township.  Generally, the MDNRE will give more “points” to 
a grant application submitted by a community that has never received one 
of their grants.  The community should be mindful of any grant 
opportunities to augment current recreational offerings. 
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CHAPTER 5. DESCRIPTION OF THE PLANNING AND PUBLIC INPUT PROCESS 
 
 

The Planning Process 

The planning process involved three inter-related phases: 

• Phase One: Understanding Current Challenges 

• Phase Two: Outlining a Preferred Future 

• Phase Three: From Planning to Action 
 
Phase 1 – Understanding Current Challenges 
During the first phase of the planning process, background data was gathered to 
inform and support the Parks and Recreation Plan.  The purpose of this effort was 
to develop a snapshot impression of the Township and a comprehensive 
understanding of the recreational needs of the community.  The information 
gathered during this phase, presented in Chapter 2, serves as a technical resource 
for the Township and the public. 
 
Phase 2 – Outlining a Preferred Future 
The objective of the second phase was to establish a policy basis for the Township’s 
recreational goals.  To do so, it was important to gather the opinions of 
community residents and determine the direction they were looking for the future 
of parks and recreation in their community. The Parks and Recreation Plan 
process employed several methods of acquiring community input: a community 
meeting held during plan development, a public comment review period held 
upon plan completion, and a public adoption meeting or hearing.  
 
The community meeting took place before the preparation of the Parks and 
Recreation Plan.  Comments gathered from this citizen input opportunity were 
formed into several broad goal statements, which form the foundation of the Plan.  
Each goal is supported by several more specific objectives that are intended as steps 
needed to accomplish each goal.  Goals and objectives are presented in Chapter 6. 
 
Generally, a “comparison to standards” process was used, as discussed in Chapter 
4, to help determine which types of facilities the Township may be missing.  
Additionally, the public input received also helped to inform the policy-
development process. 
 
Phase 3 – From Planning to Action 
The final phase of the planning process involved the development of specific 
implementation strategies to carry out the Plan.  These are included in Chapter 7.  
At the conclusion of the third phase, the Plan was promulgated for public review 
and comment; and a public adoption meeting was held.   
 
 

The planning 
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including a public 
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Soliciting Public Input 

The Township Board was very active in informing residents and entities interested 
in recreation on the effort to update the Plan.  Community meeting participants 
were primarily invited via word of mouth or formal letter invitation, although the 
meeting was open to the public.  Pertinent local and regional institutions were 
invited to participate in the community meeting.  While it is believed that this 
concerted effort to draw extensive participation and varied perspectives is sufficient 
to ensure that the views of the entire community are represented, the Township 
Board views public input as an open, ongoing process and will continue to receive 
comments.  Appendix 3 includes the public notice for the community meeting.   
 
In addition, once the draft Parks and Recreation Plan was complete, citizens were 
provided with a ---day period to review and comment on the Plan.  The Plan was 
published and placed at the Three Oaks Township Hall and the Three Oaks 
Township Library for this purpose; and provided to Village officials.  Contact 
information was provided.  The Plan was also published on the Township website.  
To notify the public that the Plan draft had been completed, a notice was 
published in the South County Gazette on xxxxx, a newspaper of general 
circulation in the Township, describing the purpose of the review period (see 
Appendix 4). 
 
Finally, the Township published a notice xxx days prior to the public adoption 
meeting advertising to the public the opportunity to comment once more on the 
Plan draft prior to adoption.  See Appendix 5 for a copy of the notice. 
 
 

The Public Input Process and Results 

The Township of Three Oaks is committed to meaningful citizen input and is 
dedicated to using this input to assist in evaluating trends and in forming policy.  
The Township solicited public participation prior to developing the Plan using the 
community meeting method. 
 
The community meeting was intended to develop a general consensus among the 
participants as to current recreation issues and some potential solutions to 
perceived issues.  This process also can assist the Township Board in articulating 
the values of Township residents.     
 
Williams & Works directed the workshop and facilitated the discussion.  The 
workshop was held on Monday, June 14, 2010 at 7:00 PM at the Township Hall; 
and roughly 20 people attended.  The atmosphere was open and informal.  
Participants were encouraged to engage the process to provide the Township with 
the benefit of their experience, expertise and perspectives.   
 
Results of the meeting, or the recreational projects desired by participants, are as 
follows.  While many recreation projects were discussed, the following list 
summarizes the consensus items deemed most important.  Additionally, minutes 
of the meeting are included in Appendix 6. 
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Table 6 

Community Meeting Results 

Formal bicycle trails, separate from the roads 

Refurbish Spring Creek School building; and plan events, including 
educational activities on the history of the area, promotion of US-
12 complementing State efforts, local heritage promotion, and 
agricultural education 

Designated snowmobile trails 

Walking paths and cross-country skiing trails in the conservation 
areas 

Provide a non-motorized trail linkage connecting the Village of 
Three Oaks with the conservation areas 

Camping facilities  

Non-motorized trail linkage between Three Oaks and Warren 
Dunes State Park in Lake Township and Warren Woods State 
Park in Chikaming Township  

Non-motorized trail linkage between Three Oaks and LaPorte 
County, Indiana 

Non-motorized trail linkage between Three Oaks and Niles 

Tennis courts  

Shelter at Carver Park in the Village 

Raised garden bed adjacent to Three Oaks Elementary in the 
Village as an on-going community educational experience.  The 
Township owns 2-acres of this property 

Play equipment at Dewey Cannon Park in the Village 

Community swimming pool 

Park facility to honor war veterans  

Ice-skating facility 

Ice hockey facility  
 
 

Public Review and Comment Period / Public Adoption Meeting  
Once the draft plan was prepared, it was published for public scrutiny for a period 
of xxx days, as described on page 32.  Contact information was provided to enable 
the public to contact Township officials.  Describe public comment.  In addition, 
at the conclusion of the plan development process, a public adoption meeting was 
held; where the Township Board approved a Resolution which officially adopted 
the plan.  Describe attendance and comments.  Appendix 7 includes the minutes 
of the adoption meeting. 
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CHAPTER 6. GOALS AND OBJECTIVES 
 
A result of the community meeting, other resident input, and the analysis of 
public facilities, is a collection of broad goal statements, each supported by more 
specific objectives.  This Parks and Recreation Plan is founded on the policies 
outlined in these statements.  The goals are intended to describe the state of the 
Township within the next five years, or more.  They are intentionally general, but 
are thought to be attainable through concerted effort and cooperation by a 
multitude of entities.  The objectives are more detailed and may be thought of as 
milestones in the journey to achieving the goal. 

 

GOAL 1   SPRING CREEK SCHOOL 

Spring Creek School will be renovated into an iconic community resource 
used for educational activities and special events, as well as recreation. 

OBJECTIVES: 

1. Seek grant and other resources for the development of the site 
and the restoration of the Spring Creek School building, using 
the National Trust for Historic Preservation as a resource.  

2. Continue the Township’s planning momentum to provide 
programmed activities that relate to the heritage of the 
community.  Support educational and recreational activities based 
on agricultural and historical themes. 

3. Work to ensure the installation of a trail connection, which might 
link Spring Creek School to the Village of Three Oaks; and 
contemplate partial use of the school property as a trailhead 
staging area to complement the Backroads Bikeway trail system. 

 

GOAL 2   THREE OAKS CONSERVATION AREA 

The Three Oaks Conservation Area will include perpetual preservation of 
natural features and resources balanced with recreational amenities 
developed to ensure a sustainable level of human use.  The Three Oaks 
Conservation Area will serve as a regional recreation destination. 

OBJECTIVES: 

1. Apply for grant dollars and secure funding for recreational 
development.  Resource partners may include the MDNRE and 
the Southwest Michigan Land Conservancy. 

2. Construct walking paths throughout the Three Oaks 
Conservation Area, and connecting to Kesling Nature Preserve.  
Add fishing stations and a low-impact parking lot south of Forest 
Lawn Road, and cross-country skiing facilities. 

3. Partner with the Southwest Michigan Land Conservancy in 
exploring and implementing maintenance and funding 
alternatives with regard to facility upkeep. 
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GOAL 3   TRAILS  

The residents and visitors of Three Oaks Township will enjoy a network of 
trails and safe and inviting connections to local and regional natural areas 
and recreational facilities. 

OBJECTIVES: 

1. Identify desired non-motorized trail routes, taking into account 
existing regional trails, natural feature destinations, regional 
parks, tourist destinations and cultural venues.  Preliminary routes 
would connect Three Oaks Conservation Area with the Village of 
Three Oaks; and would link Three Oaks with Warren Dunes 
State Park, LaPorte County and Niles. 

2. Coordinate trail planning with adjoining communities and 
property owners and work to separate trails from roadways. 

3. Work with Friends of Harbor Country Trails in implementation 
of the Harbor Country Hike & Bike Plan. 

4. Explore funding opportunities or general resource partners, 
including the MDNRE, the Berrien County and LaPorte County 
Parks Departments, the Bikes Belong Coalition, the Berrien 
County Road Commission, the Three Oaks Spokes Bicycle Club, 
MDOT, The Pokagon Fund, the Northwest Indiana Regional 
Planning Commission, the Southwest Michigan Regional 
Planning Commission, and the Michigan Trails and Greenways 
Alliance.   

5. Improve existing widened road shoulders so that they can be used 
as proper bike lanes, in conjunction with the Berrien County 
Road Commission and MDOT.   

6. Work with the MDNRE in expanding designated snowmobile 
routes within Three Oaks Township. 

7. Amend the Zoning Ordinance to require the inclusion of 
pathways and sidewalks throughout and between new 
developments to promote pedestrian connections. 

 

GOAL 4   JOINT RECREATION PLANNING  

The Three Oaks community, including both the Township and Village, 
will feature abundant recreation facilities as a result of cooperative, 
mutually-beneficial planning.   

OBJECTIVES: 

1. Meet regularly with Village officials to discuss potential 
cooperative efforts, which may include joint grant application 
submittals. 

2. Continue operating under the existing agreement for provision of 
joint recreational services. 
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3. Work to add a shelter at Carver Park and children’s play 
equipment at Dewey Cannon Park in the Village. 

4. Partner with the Village and the River Valley School District in 
the installation of a raised garden bed at Three Oaks Elementary 
as an on-going community gardening and educational experience. 

5. Continue participation on regional or multijurisdictional 
committees, such as the Friends of Harbor Country Trails steering 
committee. 

 

GOAL 5   PARKLAND  

The citizens of Three Oaks Township will be served with accessible and 
plentiful parkland that offers a multitude of recreational opportunities.   

OBJECTIVES: 

1. Work on the addition of tennis courts, a community swimming 
pool, a campground, ice-skating facilities, ice hockey facilities, and 
a park facility to honor war veterans. 

2. Explore funding opportunities for land acquisition and park 
development, including the MDNRE Trust Fund Recreation 
Grants Program and the Land and Water Conservation Fund. 

3. Acquire, plan, develop and maintain additional land and facilities 
for passive and active recreation; primarily locating new facilities 
in areas underserved with parkland or near population 
concentrations. 

4. At a minimum, design facilities in compliance with ADA 
requirements; and strive to achieve universal design. 
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CHAPTER 7. ACTION PROGRAM 
 
The Three Oaks Township Board has prepared the following Action Program, 
based on a “comparison to standards” facility analysis, expertise of residents and 
area leaders, and the goals and objectives listed in Chapter 6.  The Action Program 
details what the Three Oaks Township Board plans to achieve within the next five 
years or so.   
 
The Action Program does not supplant the goals and objectives, but should be 
used in conjunction with the goals and objectives.  Many of the goals and 
objectives presented may be long-term in nature, and in many instances, entities in 
addition to Three Oaks Township will need to work together in order to fully 
implement them.  The Action Program recognizes this and proposes a reasonable 
timeframe based on public priorities.  Additionally, cost estimates, implementation 
steps, and a general timeframe are included.   
 
However, parks and recreation planning should be viewed as flexible; and the 
timing of new projects may, in part, be influenced by the availability of land; 
funding resources; and cooperation of a multitude of entities.  Moreover, public 
opinions and ideas may change or be refined over time; and this plan may be 
amended from time to time to reflect shifts in perception and needs.  Priorities 
should be reviewed annually and adjusted as necessary. 
 
The recreation planning process revealed a need for additional or improved 
facilities to expand the opportunities offered to residents and visitors.  The 
Township views land acquisition and recreation planning as an ongoing, long-term 
process.  Additionally, multijurisdictional planning with the Village of Three Oaks 
is a priority.   
 
While the public did not indicate that lack of activities programming is a main 
concern at this time, full or part-time staff can be helpful in overseeing daily efforts 
and coordinating activities, policies, and suggestions.  The Township will annually 
monitor staffing needs and will continue to seek local and regional partners in the 
process to implement this plan. 
 
Accessibility  
The principles of universal design are supported by this Parks and Recreation Plan.  
The Americans with Disabilities Act and other laws prohibit discrimination on the 
basis of physical ability in connection with Township recreational facilities.  
Developed park facilities must comply with barrier-free design standards.  Table 5 
in Chapter 4 includes an assessment of accessibility for public facilities.  As 
recreational facility development or improvement is considered in the future, 
barrier-free accessibility is a significant priority item to help ensure that recreation 
can be enjoyed by all residents and visitors of Three Oaks Township.   
 
Improvements can include proper unitary surfaces for wheelchairs, accessible 
picnic tables and restrooms, resting benches frequently placed along a walking 
route, and transition plates between elevation changes.  To alert someone to pay 
attention, contrasting color or texture treatments or interpretive stations should be 
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used.  Gentle slopes, Braille, and play equipment that is easy to get to and use are 
strongly encouraged.  Fishing piers should include lowered rails so everyone can 
fish; and a special edge treatment should be placed to prevent roll-off into the 
water.  In play areas, unitary surfaces, such as poured-in-place rubber tiles can be 
used, instead of shredded wood chips, sand or some other non-unitary surface 
which makes wheelchair use difficult.   
 
Potential Resource Partners  
A variety of resource partners and potential funding sources may exist to assist in 
implementing the strategic implementation summary provided on the following 
pages.  A non-exhaustive summary of these resources is provided below. 

 
 Michigan Natural Resources Trust Fund.  The MNRTF can provide assistance 

for the Township’s outdoor recreation projects, including land acquisition and 
physical development of park facilities.  This assistance is intended to bolster 
existing facilities, protect critical natural resources and establish new parkland.  
Development project grants may range between $15,000 and $500,000; there 
is no limit to acquisition requests.  The minimum required local match is 
25%.  This opportunity should particularly be contemplated for future 
acquisition and development activities. 

 
 Land and Water Conservation Fund.  The LWCF is similar to the Trust Fund 

grant described above, in that it is meant to help fund land acquisition and 
park development.  The minimum grant request amount is $30,000 and the 
maximum grant request amount is $100,000.  The required local match is 
exactly 50%; meaning that total project costs range from $60,000 to $200,000.  
Natural feature preservation has historically been the primary award criteria; 
and as such, this opportunity should especially be taken into account when 
planning for new passive recreation facilities.  In addition, the LWCF now 
places emphasis on trails, “green” technology in outdoor recreation, universal 
design and coordination among recreation providers. 

 
 Non-Motorized Facility Planning.  Trails encourage health and wellness, 

enhance quality of life, and promote sense of community.  Trails also can 
improve non-motorized system safety.  Aside from the programs described 
above, several other entities can provide assistance with trail funding, 
planning, information or construction.  These include the Michigan Trails 
and Greenways Alliance, the Safe Routes to School Program, The Pokagon 
Fund, Friends of Harbor Country Trails, the Bikes Belong Coalition, the 
Southwest Michigan Regional Planning Commission, the Northwest Indiana 
Regional Planning Commission, and the parks departments for LaPorte and 
St. Joseph counties in Indiana and Berrien County.  In addition, the Michigan 
Department of Transportation may provide funding for numerous types of 
projects that encourage safe, accessible and efficient forms of multi-modal 
transport, including non-motorized facilities and other improvements related 
to transportation.   

 
 

A variety of resource 
partners and potential 

funding sources may 
exist to assist in 

implementing this plan. 
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Additionally, the Recreation Improvement Fund Grant and Recreation Trails 
Program Grant may help to fund projects that connect facilities on MDNRE-
owned property.  A MDNRE division or bureau is always the applicant, but a 
local government partnership may be considered if the project contributes to 
MDNRE goals and is located on, or linked to, MDNRE land, including the 
State parks that are nearby.   
 
Figure 4 shows a generalized concept for desired regional connections and is 
supported by the more detailed routes shown in Appendix 8.  Appendix 8 is a 
preliminary trail map at a regional scale included in the Harbor Country Hike 
& Bike Plan, which Three Oaks Township supports.  In addition, map 5 
depicts the non-motorized concept plan specifically for Three Oaks Township. 

 
 Leveraging Resources.  Most recreation grants will stipulate a minimum 

required local match.  It is possible to be awarded grant dollars from multiple 
funding sources, and use the monies leveraged from one source as the match 
for another.  An example might be a local trail project, where the community 
uses MDOT funds as the match for an MDNRE grant.  This can help save 
local government resources, is usually permitted by most grant programs, and 
is encouraged. 

 
 Regional Parks and Recreation Planning.  Grant application guidelines often 

include a provision for regional coordination and cooperation, and recreation 
grants are no exception.  The Township will generally receive more “points” 
for a grant application if it can demonstrate that the proposed project is the 
result of collaboration with an adjacent community, regional entity or multiple 
units of government.  The Township should therefore keep this concept in 
mind, especially when planning for future trail connections that may traverse 
more than one community. 

 
 Donations and Foundations.  Residents, property owners, businesses, and 

organizations will frequently contribute to causes that improve local quality of 
life.  While these contributions are often pecuniary, they may also include land 
donations, volunteer services, or the gift of equipment or other facilities.  For 
example, forming an entity such as “Friends of the Three Oaks Trail” is likely 
to garner local support and should therefore be explored.  Other foundation-
type entities may also be explored, as foundations are non-profit organizations 
that are expressly established to receive donations and use them in accordance 
with a plan.  While endowments cannot be relied on in totality, they can 
contribute significantly to recreational offerings in Three Oaks Township. 

 
 Park Maintenance and Stewardship.  The Township should develop a park 

stewardship program to assure that any new parks and future facilities receive 
proper care.  Coordination with outside agencies and organizations such as 
River Valley Schools, local or regional athletic or bicycle associations, 
environmental organizations, etc. will be beneficial in accomplishing this 
objective.  In the future, when new facilities are introduced, the Township 
must consider strategies for maintenance.  A possible solution may include 

The Township may 
receive more 

“points” for a grant 
application when 

regional cooperation 
is demonstrated. 

Figure 4 Regional Trail Concept 
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involvement from volunteer entities that use the facilities via an organized 
stewardship program. 

 
 Township Funds.  The general fund, a special millage, the parks budget, and 

bonds are possibilities to help fund new and improved facilities in the 
Township.  The parks budget has been successful in contributing to facilities 
improvement and will continue to be critical to recreation services in the 
community.  Additionally, a special millage can help the Township to provide 
matching funds for grant applications.  However, a parks millage is not 
proposed; and is merely discussed here as an option.  Bonds are another 
possibility, but these are not as flexible and usually require the constructed 
public project to generate revenues. 

 
Implementation Summary  
This section of Chapter 7 will provide a listing of recommendations.  Some are 
ongoing efforts that will involve time, commitment, planning and coordination; 
while others are physical improvements that will require investment.  This 
summary of implementation, presented in Table 7, includes the top priority items 
that will entail financial commitment from the Township.  It is recommended that 
the plan be reviewed annually; and as part of that review, estimated costs should 
also be evaluated and updated as necessary. 
 
The cost estimates in Table 7 are provided in 2010 dollars generally and based on 
information available at the time the plan was prepared.  These figures must be 
viewed as preliminary estimates and not actual or proposed costs.  Actual costs may 
be influenced by natural features, wetland presence, property owners, tree removal, 
topography, land values, trail-road crossings, material costs, right-of-way 
acquisition, engineering design fees, permit fees, etc.  The details and costs of each 
specific project must be evaluated on an individual basis as plans and grant 
applications are prepared.  Trail estimates should assume roughly $70 to $100 per 
linear foot for a 10-foot wide paved trail.  These estimates may be high, but are 
inclusive of the many unknowns at this time.
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Table 7 

Implementation Summary 

Phase  

Projects Estimated 
Cost 

Potential Funding Sources /  
Resource Partners 

1 

Restore Spring Creek School building $190,000 Johanna Favrot/Cynthia Woods Mitchell 
Funds for Historic Preservation 

Develop Spring Creek School site into recreational 
amenity, possibly as a trailhead staging area 

$80,000 
Three Oaks Spokes Bicycle Club, Bikes 
Belong Coalition, MNRTF, LWCF, The 
Pokagon Fund 

Program educational and recreational activities on Spring 
Creek School property TBD 

The Pokagon Fund, River Valley School 
District, in-kind donations 

2  

Delineate walking and cross-country skiing paths in Three 
Oaks Conservation Area $369,000 

Southwest Michigan Land Conservancy, 
MNRTF, LWCF, Bikes Belong Coalition 

Build fishing stations in Three Oaks Conservation Area $150/sq ft 
Waterways Program Grant, Inland 
Fisheries Grant, MNRTF, LWCF 

Develop a low-impact parking lot in Three Oaks 
Conservation Area south of Forest Lawn Road $120,000 MNRTF, LWCF 

3 

Non-motorized transportation facility development – 
Three Oaks Conservation Area to Village of Three Oaks $739,000 Village, Safe Routes to School, MNRTF, 

LWCF, MDOT, Michigan Trails and 
Greenways Alliance, Bikes Belong 
Coalition, Road Commission, County 
Parks Department, The Pokagon Fund, 
Friends of Harbor Country Trails,  
Recreation Improvement Fund Grant, 
Recreation Trails Program Grant 

Non-motorized transportation facility development – 
Three Oaks community to Warren Dunes States Park, 
connecting to Warren Woods State Park 

$2,587,000 

Non-motorized transportation facility development – 
Three Oaks community to Niles 

$6,400,000 

4 

Assist the Village of Three Oaks with the addition of play 
equipment at Dewey Cannon Park 

$29,000 Village, MNRTF, LWCF 

Assist the Village of Three Oaks with the addition of a 
shelter to Carver Park  

$75,000 Village, MNRTF, LWCF 

Non-motorized transportation facility development – 
Three Oaks community to LaPorte County trails TBD 

See Phase 3 Partners; NW Indiana 
Regional Planning Commission, LaPorte 
County Parks Department 

Non-motorized transportation facility development – 
connect with regional facilities, parks, and trails 

TBD All trail partners listed above 

5 

Install a raised garden bed at Three Oaks Elementary 
School 

TBD River Valley School District, Village, in-
kind donations 

Facility development - (tennis courts, swimming pool, 
campground, war veterans facility preferred) TBD MNRTF, LWCF, Amvets 

Parkland acquisition and development (multi-use facility) –
no location identified (tennis courts, swimming pool, 
campground, war veterans facility preferred) 

TBD MNRTF, LWCF, Amvets 
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Appendix 1 – Spring Creek School Preliminary Redevelopment Plans 

 


