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Introduction

Introduction
Purpose
In general, a Master Plan is intended to guide
land use decisions and provide direction to
current and future Planning Commissions and
Boards that will implement it. A county Master
Plan is different from local master plans in that
it focuses on policy, not on individual properties
or developments.
This update to the Berrien County Master Plan
for 2015 (2015 Plan) is not a wholesale revision
of the 2009 Plan, but simply an update to some
of the underlying data and activities
surrounding county-wide land use and
community planning. Activities include reports
and projects that are developed or ongoing by
various state, regional or local agencies and
organizations, including County departments.
One significant example is the State's Regional
Prosperity Initiative as directed by the Governor.
A county's Master Plan is unique in that it must
also function as an “umbrella” document,
bringing together plans and studies from other
agencies, presenting a coordinated approach to
growth, preservation, and development in the
County. The Master Plan is a working document
that dovetails with the planning documents of
other functions in the County and links the
planning efforts of the other planning agencies
within the County. While the Plan provides
overall guidance in managing the growth and
development of the County, much of the
responsibility for implementation will fall to our
local governments.
The basic structure of the document is left intact
from the 2009 Plan. As a rudimentary update,
another round of community surveying was not
deemed necessary. To avoid the perception that
a new one was conducted with fresh responses, it
was determined that the “What the People Say"

portion would not be carried forward to this
update. The results of the 2009 Plan's survey
that were used as a guide in developing its Goals,
Objectives and Strategies were judged to remain
appropriate. They were used as a starting point
for this review, and changed only if the updated
information was significantly different and
warranted a new direction.

Approach
This 2015 Plan was drafted by the Berrien
County Community Development Department,
under consultation with the Berrien County
Planning Commission. Staff reviewed the basic
demographic, geographic, and economic data for
Berrien County and updated the various tables,
graphs, charts, and maps as necessary.
Each element of the Master Plan (e.g.,
Infrastructure, Housing, etc.) was reviewed with
the Planning Commission. Open discussions
among the Commission members benefitted
from the extent and range of their backgrounds
and perspectives. The discussions included
consideration of the various current planning
activities and their sponsoring agencies and
organizations. Results of those discussions were
applied to the current Plan and the necessary
changes to various portions of the elements were
made.
This Plan update places particular emphasis on
cooperation across entities, including county,
cities & villages, townships, tribal nations, etc..
In the case of tribal cooperation, Berrien County
communities are fortunate to have the
opportunity to partner with the Pokagon Band of
Potawatomi Indians, not only through its
Pokagon Fund, but also through its ability to
leverage federal funding

The planning process included the following
general steps:
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1.

Data gathering, including census,
economic, housing, and geographic data
and review of related plans and policies.

2. Analysis of existing conditions, trends,
and issues from other plans and policies.
3. Input from Planning Commission.
4. Goals, objectives and strategies
reviewed with Planning Commission.
5.

Draft Plan sent to local governments,
surrounding counties and other agencies
for review.

6. Public hearing held by the Planning
Commission on the draft plan.
7.

Plan revised if necessary and
adopted by the County Board of
Commissioners at the recommendation
of its Planning Commission.

The updated information generally reinforced
what was revealed during the 2009 Plan, with
slight adjustments in some cases. Most of the
Goals, Objectives and Strategies within each
element were likewise validated, so that there is
not any appreciable change to those aspects. For
the most part, this review highlights new trends
and opportunities, as opposed to broad changes
in direction or understanding of the
circumstances. In a way, this 2015 Plan is an
enhancement of previous document.
Similar to 2009 Plan, or any master plan for that
matter, this update will show areas of
overlapping concepts across it elements. While
identifying distinct elements assists with
structure and convenience in writing a plan,
none of them are isolated. They are, in fact,
quite interconnected. Some objectives and
strategies may appear redundant, but it's the
nature of planning to show and take advantage
of their connection.

Common Themes
Throughout this document several common
themes emerge:
1.

Technical assistance for local units
of government: One of the most
important roles of the County Planning
Commission is to provide information
and technical assistance to local
governments on land use, planning and
zoning issues. Many of the
implementation strategies in this plan
involve compiling data, model
ordinances and other resources and
making them available to local
governments. The goal is to facilitate
more informed land use decision
making.

2. Cooperation with other agencies:
The County recognizes the many
excellent resources already developed by
other agencies. These include plans,
studies, data and model ordinances by
agencies such as Michigan Department
of Environmental Quality (MDEQ),
Michigan Department of Natural
Resources (MDNR), the Southwest
Michigan Planning Commission
(SWMPC) and others. Rather than
duplicating efforts, the County will
gather relevant resources and fill in gaps
to assist local land use decision-makers.
The County will also participate in other
efforts (such as SWMPC’s role in the
Regional Prosperity Initiative) that
further the goals and objectives of this
Plan.
3. Focused growth: Several elements of
the Plan contain strategies dealing with
focusing growth in and around existing
developed areas. Focused growth is a
key part of maintaining the quality of
life in Berrien County. For the County,
helping to focus growth means investing
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in infrastructure within and near areas
where it already exists, providing
resources to local governments to
further agriculture and open space
preservation goals in rural areas, and
targeting economic development
opportunities in existing urban areas.

the other elements relates to the Landscape
areas of the County.
The elements covered in the Plan include:
Landscapes
Green Infrastructure
Economic Development

Plan Format

Agriculture
Housing

The Plan is arranged by subject area. Each of
these chapters, or “elements”, contains relevant
data (gathered from the census, other agencies,
plans and documents), and discussion of trends.

Transportation
Infrastructure

Each element concludes with a series of Goals,
Objectives and Strategies. The hierarchy of
these is shown in Figure 1.

Goal

Objective

Strategy

Strategy

Objective

Strategy

Figure 1: Relationship between goals,
objectives and strategies in the Plan.

Each element will have one over-arching goal,
supported by several objectives. The strategies,
which are very specific implementation actions
to be carried out by the County (or other
agencies where specified) are the means by
which the County will achieve the goal. The
goals and objectives in each element are
consistent with and supportive of the goals and
objectives of the other elements.
The Landscapes element is the overarching
concept for the entire document, and provides a
framework for the future of the County. Each of
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Landscapes
Generally, Master Plans deal with the future
land use of a place. However, land use is just
one element in creating a sense of place, or
placemaking. Land use decisions impact
transportation patterns, proximity of homes to
work, amount and location of nature preserves
and spaces for social interaction: all creating the
quality of life of Berrien County.
Density, building type, building placement,
street design and open spaces are also elements
of placemaking. All of these factors vary
throughout Berrien County, creating its vibrant
communities and quiet rural places. Berrien
County has physical areas of distinct
characteristics that are readily identifiable and
should be preserved and celebrated for their part
in making Berrien County what it is. These are
commonly referred to as landscapes, in
community planning parlance. Berrien
County's landscapes include: urban, suburban,
village, rural, lakefront residential, and open
space/natural corridors.

not a shift in approach, but a reinforcement of
the work that has gone before. Additionally, this
update promotes the development of walkable
communities, trail networks and interconnected
communities.
Maintaining and developing urban centers, is a
common way to prevent the landscapes from
loosing their distinction, as through suburban
sprawl. There are numerous planning tools to
assist and they include things such as Urban
Growth Management Areas - UGMA.
Urban: Vibrant centers consisting of a variety
of land uses, from historic downtowns and
neighborhoods to higher density development
and employment centers. A range of housing
options (such as detached and attached single
family homes, apartments, and senior housing)
are available, along with public transit, bike
paths, and pocket parks. Streets generally follow
a traditional grid pattern.

What is a Landscape?
Landscapes describe a culmination of
characteristics including transportation systems,
land uses, densities, intensities, open spaces and
architectural design. The combination of these
characteristics produces vibrancy, personality
and sense of place. The current locations of the
landscapes in Berrien County are presented in
Map 2.
Identifying landscapes flows directly into the
idea of placemaking, which is a relatively new
term in community planning, but not new in
concept. It's stressed quite strongly in the
Governor's Regional Prosperity Initiative (RPI),
and it's a more structured outgrowth from the
long-standing recognition that vibrant and
sustainable communities are those with a "sense
of place". This was a common theme in our
2009 Plan, so the more defined placemaking is

Figure 1: Photos of the urban landscape
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Berrien County’s urban landscapes are known
for their dense neighborhoods, grid street
patterns, and vibrant downtowns. The urban
landscape includes the cities of Benton Harbor,
St. Joseph, Niles and higher density uses
surrounding them.

The Village landscape includes the areas in and
around the cities of Bridgman, Buchanan,
Coloma, New Buffalo and Watervliet and the
Villages of Baroda, Berrien Springs, Eau Claire,
Galien, Stevensville and Three Oaks.

Small City/Village: Quaint and functional
downtown main streets, lined with historic and
architecturally appealing buildings. Generally
mixed-use developments have first floor retail,
office/service uses and second story residences.
Other features include relics from the past, such
as mills, churches, civic buildings or a
community park. Established higher density
residential typically surrounds the center, and
streets are on a grid pattern. Villages are
walkable and public transit may or may not be
available.

Suburban: Single-family subdivisions and
commercial and office uses frequently located in
strip centers along major roadways. They offer a
housing choice not readily available in other
landscapes: single family residential units with
large private yards and garages, and neighbors
in close proximity but not so close as to be
sharing walls. The road pattern is more
hierarchical (has fewer interconnections) than in
the urban landscapes, and includes more cul de
sacs. The lack of local employment centers
results in heavy peak hour traffic conditions as
residents commute to work.

Figure 3: Photos of the suburban landscape
Figure 2: Photos of the small city/village
landscape

Suburban areas of Berrien County most
predominantly include the areas around Benton
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Harbor and St. Joseph, and then again around
Niles, although other small suburban pockets do
exist.
Lakefront Residential: Distinctly different
from other residential areas of the County
because they border what is perhaps the
County’s greatest natural asset: Lake Michigan.
They are also home to the most upscale housing
in the County. Residential areas along the
lakefront are usually secluded, have private lake
access, have private roads and are often gated.
These areas contribute greatly to the County’s
property tax base. While low in density, this
type of development does impact senstive
natural areas and restricts public access to the
lakefront. Lakefront landscapes are found all
along the Lake Michigan coastline

Rural: Recognized for agriculture operations,
parklands and vast open spaces. The
transportation network generally consists of the
County and State roads, paved and gravel.
Scenic vistas of open space, agricultural fields,
barns and farmsteads and historic resources are
enjoyed by visitors and residents alike. Rural is
the predominant landscape in the County.

Figure 5: Photos of the rural landscape

Figure 4: Photos of the lakefront residential
landscape
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Open Space/Natural Preserve Areas:
undeveloped areas or connections between
existing parks and recreation areas. These areas
were designated based on existing land use, their
classification on the Potential Conservation
Areas Map (see Green Infrastructure chapter for
more information), the presence of natural
features, and the potential for connections
between them.

Where are we now?
Land Use
Agricultural land has retained its prominence in
Berrien County (see Existing Land Use, Map 1 ),
despite the urbanizing forces of the greater
Chicago area, as particularly felt in the County's
southwestern communities. The table in Figure
7 shows the distribution of land uses in the
County. Nearly half is agricultural with
additional vacant/undeveloped lands found
primarily in residential and public / semi-public
land uses. The approximately 132,573 acres of
residential land is divided across the rural,
urban and suburban areas in the County.

Land Use *

Figure 6: Photo of an open space area

Areas designated as “preserve” are not
necessarily meant to be bought and preserved as
parks. Private development can occur, but care
should be taken to maintain the integrity of
natural areas and connections should be
provided where possible. Natural features
elements in local ordinances should be used in
Preserve areas to establish appropriate buffers
and setbacks from wetlands and woodlands.
Non-motorized trails should be considered in
these areas, to connect open spaces and
recreation areas.

Residential
Commercial
Industrial
Public/Semi- Public
Agriculture
Roads
TOTAL

Acres
132,573
14,202
6,870
23,611
176,265
14,082
367,603

Percent
36%
3.8%
1.9%
6.4%
48%
3.9%
100%

Figure 7: Distribution of existing land use.
Data source: Berrien County GIS
*As used in this document, Land Use is most closely
associated with the human activity or purpose for the
land. This differs from land cover analysis, which is
related to natural features and functions. Values were
determined by analysis of the 86,614 parcels that
comprise Berrien County and the 2014 tax class of
each, as assigned by the various tax assessing
jurisdictions and which are afforded legal appeal. The
acreage of parcels in each tax class was aggregated
to obtain that class' share (i.e., percentage) of the
County's total acreage. The utility of this method is
reinforced by other land analysis used in this report, in
particular the 2013 data compiled by the USDA's
National Agricultural Statistics Service (NASS) in the
Agriculture element, which shows compatible results.
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Population

Households

Berrien County’s population declined sharply by
almost 10,000 people between 1980 and 1990.
While the population rose slightly in the 1990’s,
the number of people in Berrien dipped again
until 2010. A slight increase is project through
2030 (Figure 8).

As shown in Figure 9, over two-thirds of the
households in Berrien County are comprised of
families that average nearly 3 members.
However, most of those family households do
not have children under the age of 18.

When population trends of the last few decades
are analyzed on a municipal level, the data
shows population swings throughout the county
with hot spots of population explosions, swaths
of slight increases and pools of decline. For
instance, the population of the small lakefront
residential community of Grand Beach Village
increased by 51.4% while the urban city of
Benton Harbor decreased in population
by12.4%. Rural townships in the eastern part of
the county slightly increased in population while
rural areas in the western portion decreased .
Most significantly, the village and urban
landscapes in the northern portion of the county
decreased in population while the surrounding
rural areas increased, indicating a sprawling
pattern of population growth.

The majority of non-family households are
individuals living alone, with an increasing
percentage over 65 years old, as compared to the
2009 Plan. Non-family households tend to be in
urban or village landscapes.
Nearly 40% of all households (family and nonfamily) have individuals over the age of 65,
which is over 1.5 times greater than during the
2009 Plan. Almost 30% still have one or more
members under the age of 18. Each of those
populations may not have access or the ability to
drive a car and/or the skills. Also, both may
need specialized services that include activities,
education, and medical resources.

HOUSEHOLDS by TYPE

No. of Households

Family Households (families)

41,585

With own children under 18 years

18,665

Married-couple family

30,143

With own children under 18 years

10,523

Male householder, no wife present, family

2,868

With own children under 18 years

1,369

Female householder, no husband present, family

8,574

With own children under 18 years

4,858

Nonfamily Households

21,469

Householder living alone

Figure 8: Population Projections. Source: US
Census & Woods and Poole Economics, Inc.

18,092

Housesholds with one or more people under 18 years

18,665

Households with one or more people 65 years & over

25,549

Total households

63,054

Average Household size

2.43

Average Family size

2.98

Figure 9: 2010 Households by Type. Source:
U.S. Census
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Map 1: Berrien County Existing Land Use. Data source: Berrien County GIS
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Goal
Promote placemaking through an
efficient pattern of development that
maintains our sense of place,
preserves our natural resources and
reduces the effects of sprawl.

Objectives
(NOTE: specific implementation strategies are
not provided here. Rather, these objectives
serve as guiding principles for the remainder of
the Plan. The elements of the Plan that follow
provide specifics on meeting these objectives.)
Objective #1 - Promote higher density infill
development and redevelopment within
existing cities, suburban areas, and smaller cities
and villages and areas surrounding them. See
implementation strategies in Infrastructure,
Economic Development, Housing and
Transportation elements.

Objective #2 – Preserve the unique identity
of each of our communities by establishing clear
boundaries between them. See implementation
strategies in Green Infrastructure, Agriculture,
Economic Development and Housing elements.

Objective #3 - Maintain our rural sense of
place through land use techniques,
economically viable agriculture, and alternatives
that provide rural tax base for local
governments. See implementation strategies in
the Agriculture and Infrastructure elements.

Objective #4 - Develop a system of open
spaces throughout the county to help delineate
communities, maintain our sense of place and
preserve our natural lands. See Green
Infrastructure element for implementation
strategies.
Page | 10
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Urban: Vibrant centers consisting of a variety of land uses, from historic downtowns and neighborhoods to higher density development and employment centers. A range of housing
options are available, along with transit, bike paths, and pocket parks.
Small City/Village: Quaint and functional downtown main streets, lined with historic and architecturally appealing buildings. Generally mixed-use developments have first floor
retail, office/service uses and second story residences. Established higher density residential typically surrounds the center (six dwelling units per acre)
Suburban: Single-family subdivisions and commercial and office uses frequently located in strip centers along major roadways. They offer a housing choice not available in other
landscapes: single family residential units, with private yards and garages, and neighbors in close proximity but not so close as to be sharing walls.
Lakefront Residential: Lakefront residential areas border Lake Michigan. They are also home to the most upscale housing in the County. Residential areas along the lakefront are
usually secluded, have private lake access, have private roads and are often gated.
Rural: Recognized for agriculture operations, parklands and vast open spaces, scenic vistas of open space, agricultural fields, barns and farmsteads and historic resources.
Open Space/Natural Preserve Areas: These areas were designated based on existing land use, their classification on the Potential Conservation Areas Map, the presence of
natural features, and the potential for connections between them. Areas designated as “preserve” are not necessarily meant to be bought and preserved as parks. Private development
can occur, but care should be taken to maintain the integrity of natural areas and connections should be provided where possible.

Map 2: Berrien County Landscapes

Landscapes

Green Infrastructure

Green
Infrastructure
The natural systems and features that comprise
"green infrastructure" (waterways, wetlands,
landforms such as dunes, forested areas,
agricultural lands, etc.) are increasingly
recognized for their role in resilient and
sustainable communities. Resilience and
sustainability are two concepts of increasing
awareness in community planning that most
often refer to protection against natural weather
and climactic events, although they can also be
applied to the other elements of planning.
They're found within the range of plans, from
local communities to the regional, such as the
Regional Prosperity Initiative. Green
infrastructure can be a cost effective way to keep
a community sustainable and resilient, in the
face of natural forces, which seems reasonable
given that it consists of enduring natural
features native to the communities they support.
Green infrastructure is important to the quality
of life and well being of Berrien County in
several ways:
Economic benefits include jobs in agriculture,
outdoor recreation, and tourism. It’s shown to
increase housing values (and tax revenues) near
open spaces, and more desirable communities
attract and retain business and the workers they
employ. There is greater recognition within the
business community of the economics of green
infrastructure, with more of them organizing
around its principles.
Waterborne commerce is another direct
economic benefit of green infrastructure water
features- which have served as a primary route
for commerce throughout human history and an
original determining factor for establishing
place. Within Berrien County, three of its larger
urban places had their origins defined by water.
The Buchanan / Niles area was an important
portage location on the St. Joseph River. The

New Buffalo area is centered where the Galien
River empties into Lake Michigan, as is the twin
cities area of Benton Harbor / St. Joseph at the
mouth of the St. Joseph River.
Health and Environmental benefits include
improved air and water quality, and promotion
of physical activity through outdoor recreation.
Additionally, green infrastructure reduces storm
water runoff, aids flood control, connects
wildlife habitats, and increases biodiversity.
Maintaining green infrastructure can be
achieved through land use policies that avoid
their degradation, such as infill and low impact
development, better stormwater management
(e.g., permeable pavement), energy & water
efficiency (e.g., xeriscaping, increased use of
shade trees), among others. Some less obvious
ways may be indirect, such as good public transit
systems that decrease the demand for road
network expansion that paves over natural
features. Other direct methods include open
space preservation through public land
acquisition in the form of trail networks and
parks, such as recent projects aided through
partnerships with the Pokagon Fund.

Where are we now?
Existing Natural Features
The County currently has large areas of
undeveloped land, which includes agricultural
lands, parks, recreation areas, wetlands and
vacant parcels. Rougly 54% of the County’s land
area is either agricultural or in public ownership.

Land Use
Residential
Commercial
Industrial
Public/Semi- Public
Agriculture
Roads
TOTAL

Acres
132,573
14,202
6,870
23,611
176,265
14,082
367,603

Percent
36%
3.8%
1.9%
6.4%
48%
3.9%
100%

Figure 1: Distribution of existing land use.
Data source: Berrien County GIS
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Map 1 shows a composite of the natural features
in the County, including wetlands, water
features and critical dune areas.

Where are we going?

Map 2 depicts Potential Conservation Areas, as
modeled by the Michigan Natural Features
Inventory (MNFI), based on factors like native
vegetation, stream corridors, size of natural
areas, and landscape connectivity. Lands with
the highest ranking were used in developing the
Open Space/Preserve landscape.

The following Principles of Green Infrastructure,
borrowed from Southwest Michigan Planning
Commission (SWMPC) publications on the
topic, are a good guide to be considered by the
County during land use decision making:

Map 3 is an inventory gathered by the County's
Parks and Recreation Department, of existing
green infrastructure or preserved lands.

2. Green infrastructure should be grounded in
sound science and land-use planning
methods and practice.

These maps show us patterns on the land, and
potential connections between important
natural features, recreation areas, and habitats.
Using all three of these data sets, a map of
potential open space/natural corridor (or
"preserve") areas was developed as part of the
Landscape section of this plan. Map 4 shows
just that landscape category.

3. Green infrastructure can and should
function as the framework for conservation
and development patterns, by planning for
and protecting it prior to development
requests.

Existing Uses and Initiatives
Locally, an economically focused organization
that advocates green infrastructure, along with
other sustainability elements, is the Michigan's
Great Southwest Sustainable Business Forum.
It's comprised of a mix of small businesses and
some of the area's larger companies, plus
representation from public sector planning and
economic development agencies. Some of the
businesses provide environmental services or
products and others recognize how their
bottomline can benefit from a healthy green
infrastructure.
Two of the County's urban centers still define
themselves heavily by the water. Harbor
Country is the promotional name for the
extreme southwestern communities in proximity
to the Galien River, as it flows down to Lake
Michigan. The commercial and recreational
activities of Lake Michigan and the St. Joseph
River are among the leading attributes touted by
the twin cities for attracting businesses and
residents.

Principles of Green Infrastructure

1.

Connectivity is key and context matters.

4. Green infrastructure is a critical public
investment that should be funded up front.
5.

Green infrastructure benefits nature and
people.

6. Green infrastructure respects the needs and
desires of landowners and other
stakeholders.
7.

Green infrastructure requires making
connections to activities within and beyond
the community.

8. Green infrastructure requires long-term
commitment.

Development Challenges
As noted in other sections of this Plan,
demographics suggest only slight demand for
expanded residential development, with the
exception of second/vacation homes. The land
most attractive for these uses, however, often
coincide with the fragile natural areas. Careful
and proactive strategies will be paramount to
balancing the economics of preservation and
development.
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Map 1: Existing natural features
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Map 2: Potential Conservation Areas, MNFI
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Map 3: County Green Infrastructure, Berrien County Parks and Recreation Department
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Goal
Protect, preserve and restore the
natural resources of Berrien County
by creating a connected network of
open spaces, recreational areas, nonmotorized paths & trails, and natural
habitats.

Objectives and Strategies
Objective: Protect and improve the
quality of our water resources with a
comprehensive program of planning,
maintenance, and best management
practices.
Low Impact Development: Work with the
SWMPC to educate and encourage local units of
government on Low Impact Development (LID)
principles and options.
Watershed Plans: Utilize the watershed plans
developed by SWMPC partners and others when
evaluating local zoning ordinances and master
plans.
Stormwater: Pursue grants and other funding
sources to retrofit urban stormwater systems for
improved functioning, elimination of combined
sewer overflows, and utilizing best management
practices. Permeable pavement use can be
promoted through the Berrien County Road
Commission road design standards, with
encouragement that private development follow
suit. New developments should conform to
County Drain Commissioner requirements and
the standards of the County's MDEQ storm
water permit.

Objective: Preserve wetlands,
woodlands, floodplains, critical dunes
and other natural features through
resource assessments, model
regulations and leveraging open space
and trail programs.

Model Ordinances: Identify model wetlands,
woodlands, floodplain and open space
ordinances, and encourage communities to
incorporate consistent regulations.
Natural Features Inventory: Build on
existing inventories, such as the Michigan
Natural Features Inventory (MNFI) Potential
Conservation Area Map, and information from
various organizations such as the Southwest
Michigan Land Conservancy and Chikaming
Open Lands to create a comprehensive
inventory. This inventory should be a basis for
review of master plans and rezoning requests.
Natural Resource Area Connections:
Identify potential connections between valuable
natural resource areas, and promote protection
in trail and open space programs.

Objective: Empower local governments
and other agencies to preserve and
protect natural resources.
Information: Provide data on existing natural
resources, build-out analyses and other models
to assist local government decision making.
Ordinance Evaluations: Partner with other
agencies, including the SWMPC , and local
watershed councils to promote natural resource
ordinance audits for local units of government.
Best Management Practices: Gather
information on best management practices and
guide local communities to those resources
(e.g., LID Manual, MDEQ Best Management
Practices Manual, & EPA Toolkit, etc.)

Objective: Promote a multijurisdictional approach to green
infrastructure planning
Promote and participate in initiatives with
regional organizations, most particularly the
Governor's Regional Prosperity Initiative, to
move towards more sustainable development
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Map 4: "Preserve" landscape, described in complete detail in the Landscapes chapter of this plan.
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Economic
Development
Drivers and Regions
Employment options and the available quality of
life drive the robustness of a community.
Berrien County has a wide spectrum of economic
drivers, ranging from agri-tourism to deep draft
harbor commercial shipping. This variety offers
the County substantial opportunity to prepare
for and respond to changes in the evolving
economy both locally and nationwide.

Employment and Economic Conditions
Noteworthy employment and economic data
include the following:
Unemployment in that last half of 2014 in
Berrien County was hovering at about 5.2%,
which is slightly lower that the state average of
5.7% for the same six month time period.

Where are we now?
Existing Economic Climate
Berrien County has experienced a slight increase
in population over the past 5 years at 1.14%,
compared to the loss of population prior to when
the 2009 Plan was adopted. The per capita
personal income has risen, and at $37,764 in
2012 it ranked 15th in the state, and the
compound annual growth rate from 2002-2012
is 2.8%. These changes have been primarily
positive for the County's residents and
communities, and they also reflect economic and
community development efforts toward a more
regional view of the future.
Redevelopment of formerly productive land also
plays an important role in the economy of the
county. Over 350 acres has been redeveloped
through Brownfield Redevelopment Plans in the
urbanized area comprising the cities of Benton
Harbor and St. Joseph and the charter
townships of Benton and St. Joseph. Other
Brownfield incentives have been used in
Watervliet, Niles Township and the Village of
Stevensville. These actions also protect the
highly valued and valuable agricultural land in
the county by discouraging sprawl and
development that degrades green infrastructure.

Figure 1: Unemployment rate (1990-2014)
Source: US Bureau of Labor Statistics and Federal Reserve
Economic Data (FRED)

It was, however, ranked as having the 27th
highest unemployment in the state out of the 83
counties.
Since the 2009 Plan, the number of
establishments (for those industries with
consistent data) has decreased by 127 (down 5%)
with construction and manufacturing being
significant contributors to the decrease.
Conversely, retail trade and other services have
experienced an increase in establishments.
The number of people employed by industrial
sector, over a similar timeframe, is shown in
Table 2. Total employment increased slightly,
even within manufacturing (up 6%), despite its
drop in establishments. This may suggest
consolidation that increased competitiveness,
boosting total production and needed workforce.
Mining; wholesale trade; arts, entertainment &
accommodation (which includes agri-tourism);
educational services; administration; and
finance have increased in greater amounts.
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Table 1: Number of Establishments by type of service.
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2007 American Community
Survey Estimate & 2012 County Business Patterns

Type of Service

No. of
Estab.
2008

No. of
Estab.
2012

($8,492,000 - see Map 1 [Agriculture]) and
second in the State in acreage of fruits, nuts and
berries - which yield 26.5% of the total
agricultural value produced in Berrien County.

%
Change

Table 2: Economic Components. Source: U.S. Census Bureau,

2009

Forestry, fishing,
hunting, and
agriculture support

80

80

-

Mining

6

6

0%

Construction

416

316

-24%

Manufacturing

353

288

-18%

Wholesale trade

166

159

-4%

Retail trade

558

590

+5%

Real estate & rental
& leasing

153

139

-9%

Admin, support,
waste mgmt.,
remediation services

193

179

-7%

Arts, entertainment &
recreation

66

66

0%

Other services
(except public
administration)

374

2013

%
Change

TOTAL EMPLOYMENT

81,061

81,903

1%

Wage and Salary Employment

62,624

64,003

2%

Proprietors Employment

18,437

17,900

-3%

Farm proprietors

1,115

1,094

-2%

Nonfarm proprietors

17,322

16,806

-3%

Farm employment

2,212

2,412

9%

Private Nonfarm employment

68,855

69,792

1%

174

320

84%

Construction

3,752

3,538

-6%

Manufacturing

11,979

12,703

6%

Wholesale Trade

2,084

2,179

5%

Retail Trade

8,656

8,308

-4%

Finance and Insurance

2,709

2,970

10%

Real Estate, Rental and
Leasing

2,934

2,921

0%

Professional, Technical
Services

3,073

3,150

3%

Administrative, Waste
Management Services

5,273

6,091

16%

Educational Services

2,286

2,475

8%

Health Care and Social
Assistance

9,375

8,859

-6%

Arts, Entertainment, and
Recreation

1,374

1,493

9%

Accommodation and Food
Service

5,822

6,222

7%

Government, govt enterprises

9,994

9,699

-3%

Federal - Civilian

368

307

-17%

- Military

311

286

-8%

9,315

9,106

-2%

COMPONENTS by Industry

407

Mining

+9%

Inflows and outflows of earnings to and from the
County are measured by the federal Bureau of
Economic Analysis (BEA), based on the place of
employment. After these figures are calibrated
for residency, the 2013 data show that Berrien
County has a net inflow of roughly $99 M (out of
$1.2 B in total earnings flow). This may reflect
the desirability of the communities of Berrien
County as a place to live, while at the same time
indicating a shortage of suitable jobs within its
borders.
Agri-tourism is not measured as a separate
economic sector, yet it's a key feature of the
economy in Berrien County. The previous Plan's
survey clearly showed the perception that it's a
major economic driver in the County as a whole.
This perception is not without some supporting
data. Berrien County ranks first in the State for
direct-to-consumer sales of agricultural products

State and Local
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It must be emphasized, however, that when
comparing all components of the various
industrial sectors, manufacturing remains the
largest employer in the County. This is not to
ignore its decreasing share over the past couple
decades, but it bears noting that it shouldn't be
dismissed or abandoned in favor of components
with rapid growth. While everything should be
done to encourage the development of the fast
growing industries, care should be taken to
continue to nurture and attract manufacturing.
Especially when taking into consideration the
higher average wages in manufacturing, in
relation to many of the growing service sector
jobs, the continued role of manufacturing as a
leading economic driver cannot be denied.
Fortunately, with regard to its expansion and
development, there is plenty of industrially
designated land available for infill and
redevelopment.

Where we are going….
Taking advantage of the focus and funding of
major economic development agencies is a smart
approach any economic development
organization, and for those in Berrien County,
this is no exception. For the near future, which
will cover the time between this 2015 Update
and the next, a main driving force will be the
Governor's Regional Prosperity Initiative (RPI),
as noted in previous sections of this document.
Within the RPI, the drive for cooperation and
consolidation are its strongest themes. As noted
earlier, this can yield inherent efficiencies, such
as eliminating duplicative efforts, in addition to
positioning the County and all its communities
in a position to draw on the funding priorities
set by the State.
The goal, objectives and strategies that follow
support this push into the future. Viewing the
County in terms of larger functional landscapes
as opposed to individualized land use, also helps
to focus these efforts. These themes are
repeated within the various elements of this Plan
Update, such as the move towards consolidation
of public transit operations.

Goal
Create a common vision with strategies
to foster coordination among economic
and community development agencies
and between these groups and
governmental units.

Objectives and Strategies
Objective: Eliminate duplicative
Community Development Process
Identify all economic and Community
Development groups and their visions,
strategies and sources and uses of funds. There
are at least five public and several privately run
economic development agencies or groups in
the county.
Identify duplicative efforts in actions, funding
and resources among those groups identified.
Develop strategies for their consolidation.
Facilitate a process to combine and/or focus
community development efforts toward specific
objectives. These objectives need to be aligned
with the economic drivers in the County,
whether that be geographically or functionally.

Objective: Focus efforts of Community
Development Groups on the economic
Drivers in the community
Recognize agriculture, tourism, manufacturing,
energy production (both traditional and
alternative) and harbor front commerce as
economic development drivers and identify their
influence within County landscapes.
Determine educational opportunities that are
necessary to fill the present and future
employment needs. Promote workforce
development and responsiveness to employer’s
needs. This includes crossover opportunities for
skills from declining traditional manufacturing
jobs, to new sectors (e.g., auto industry skill to
wind energy production).
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Objective: Identify the economic and
community development strengths
inherent in each of the County's
landscapes and geographic regions.

Try to steer public transportation towards
clusters of development and housing. Let need
and opportunity drive service.

Recognize the various economic development
landscapes within Berrien County. Promote the
targeting of existing community development
groups to them and the economic drivers within
those regions.

Objective: Improve infrastructure
information

Paint an accurate vision for development using
those locational strengths. The greater New
Buffalo area (i.e., Harbor Country) for instance,
is influenced by the economics of the
Chicagoland area, and has certain greater
development opportunities and challenges as a
result. Tourism and second/vacation home
activities come to mind. It should be noted,
however, that this influence affects, or can affect,
all of Berrien County's communities. Tapping
into its positives and managing potential
negatives requires an honest accounting for it,
and development of a clear vision of the
relationship a community wishes have with that
economic resource.

Prepare accurate maps and information on
existing infrastructure, for recruiting new
development and employers. Show all utilities,
housing, transportation and other pertinent
aspects of infrastructure necessary to locate a
major facility.
Promote Smart Growth and Smart Grid
opportunities. At the same time note the gaps
in the energy grid that keep it short of this
objective, so they may be a priority for
development agencies.
Identify necessary infrastructure to promote
various types of development. For example,
major manufacturing requires the combination
of transportation, telecommunications, housing
and retail support.

Exploit the potential for collective, cooperative
and cost effective promotion of the cultural,
recreational and educational opportunities of the
various geographic centers within the County.
This can showcase the special qualities of the
local, while adding value by placing it within the
context of the fuller range of amenities of the
whole region.

Objective: Integrate transportation
systems with community development
Identify the most appropriate manner to
implement the goals and objectives of the
comprehensive transit plan completed in the
spring of 2014 (MOVING FORWARD: A PLAN FOR
PUBLIC TRANSIT IN BERRIEN COUNTY). See the
Transportation section for further reference, but
suffice it to say that it is another call for service
and asset consolidation, to yield better
outcomes.
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Map 1: Economic Landscapes
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Agriculture
Heritage and Economy

A connection can be made between agriculture
and transportation, in the form of signage on the
road networks. This is sometimes referred to as
way-finding, and is a community provided
supplement to tourisms traditional advertising
and marketing.

Land Use
Agriculture is important to Berrien County
because of its contributions to the economy,
food supply, and culture. While Berrien County
is home to a very diverse and robust agricultural
sector, development pressures, notably in the
form of second/vacation homes, and potential
changes in the desires of the next generation of
farmers necessitate careful planning for the
future.

Where are we now?
A consensus exists on continued efforts of
preserving farmland, with particular focus on
the PA116 program and encouraging and
monitoring Purchase of Development Rights
(PDR) opportunities. As a part of green
infrastructure, it's also important to promote
Best Management Practices (BMPs) for
agriculture, as a way to manage potential ill
effects of poor farming techniques. These can
include sediment and chemical runoff that
damages waterways for wildlife and human
needs such as drinking water and harbor
navigation.
Agriculture, of course, has always been a direct
economic generator, and newer forms are
adding to that. These include agri-tourism for
wineries, fruit orchards and the like.
Community planning and zoning that promotes
and takes advantage of this should be
encouraged. Increasing emphasis on the
consumption of locally grown produce is
becoming more commonplace. It takes the form
of Community Supported Agriculture (CSA),
farm-to-school initiatives, farm-to-table
restaurants, and traditional co-ops and farmers
markets.

Residential
Commercial
Industrial
Public/Semi- Public
Agriculture
Roads
TOTAL

Acres
132,573
14,202
6,870
23,611
176,265
14,082
367,603

Percent
36%
3.8%
1.9%
6.4%
48%
3.9%
100%

Figure 1: Distribution of existing land use.
Data source: Berrien County GIS

Trends
Berrien County continues an agricultural
heritage that positions itself well for food
processing industries and enhanced agritourism. There are opportunities for increased
value added agriculture including organic farms,
direct market productions, and farmers’
markets. Cash crops like melons, vegetables,
and fruits are the staple of Berrien County’s
position in Michigan agriculture, where it ranks
2nd among counties for production. Berrien
County ranks 5th in Michigan for colonies of
bees, and 2nd in fruits, tree nuts and berries.
The characteristics of farms are important in
understanding the economics of agricultural
operations. As the population in general ages,
it's likely the average age of farmers increase as
well. Since development of the 2009 Plan, the
number of farms and its employment has
remained relatively stable. Although there are
farms that encompass over 1,000 acres, the vast
majority of farms in the County are 180 acres or
under. Smaller farms tend to be better
candidates for PDR programs, more likely to
participate in agri-tourism and farmers’
markets, and indicative of small business
success and entrepreneurship. The frequency of
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small farms is an opportunity for Berrien County
to meet food needs in its own “food shed” and
the variety of cash crops are a benefit to buylocal initiatives.
More acres of grapes (over 10,000 Ac.) are
farmed in Berrien County than in any other
Michigan county. Additionally, it ranks 23rd
among all counties in the nation for acres in
grape production.
Cattle production, although much smaller as a
percentage, has a significant presence within
Berrien County's agricultural community.
Animal operations account for about 10% of the
market value of products sold.
Sources: 2012 Census of Agriculture, MDAR Berrien County Profile

Farmland and Open Space Preservation
Fortunately, Berrien County has taken a strong
position towards preserving agriculture via the
Purchase of Development Rights (PDR)
program. The County adopted the PDR
ordinance creating the Farmland and Open
Space Preservation Program in 2004. Part of
the intent is to identify geographic areas within
the County where eligible property should be
protected and preserved.

Agricultural Lands
Prime and unique agricultural soils (as defined
by the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s Natural
Resource Conservation Service) are prevalent in
Berrien County. Map 2 shows the locations of
the various agricultural land types.
Prime Farmland, as defined by the NRCS, is
“land that has the best combination of physical
and chemical characteristics for producing food,
feed, forage, fiber, and oilseed crops and is
available for these uses. It could be cultivated
land, pastureland, forestland, or other land, but
it is not urban or built-up land or water areas.”
Farmland of Unique Importance is land other
than Prime farmland that is used for the
production of specific high-value food and fiber
crops, such as citrus, tree nuts, olives,

cranberries, and other fruits and vegetables. It
has the special combination of soil quality,
growing season, moisture supply, temperature,
humidity, air drainage, elevation, and aspect
needed for the soil to economically produce
sustainable high yields of these crops when
properly managed.
Farmland of Statewide Importance doesn't quite
meet the criteria for Prime or Unique farmland,
as defined and delineated by State agencies, and
may include tracts that have been designated
solely for agriculture by State law. Generally,
this land includes soils that nearly meet the
requirements for Prime and that economically
produce high yields of crops, when treated and
managed according to acceptable farming
methods. Some may produce as high a yield as
prime farmland under favorable conditions.
Farmland of Local Importance doesn't meet the
federal or state criteria, but nonetheless, are
identified by local agencies for their value and
importance in local agriculture. They may have
been designated for agriculture by local
ordinance.
Prime and locally important farmlands are
located throughout the County, with the highest
concentrations of “All Areas are Prime” in the
central and southeast portions of the County.

Agricultural Preservation –
Priority Areas
While agriculture is an important part of the
entire culture and economy of Berrien County,
there are certain areas that have particular
importance. Those areas include (but are not
limited to): prime agricultural soils, contiguous
blocks of undeveloped large parcels, locations of
agri-tourism sites such as wineries or farm
markets, and location of agricultural processing
facilities. The County’s PDR program is
intended to supplement and honor a local unit of
government’s desire to participate and preserve
agricultural lands. As such, Map 3 depicts
particular areas of agricultural significance, but
is not meant to exclude any potentially eligible
land from the program.
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Map 2: Farmland Classification based on soil type. Data Source: USDA NRCS. Circumstances for some
prime farmland include: if drained, if irrigated, sub-soiled, or protected from flooding.
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Map 3: Agriculture Priority areas and descriptions
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Goal
To create an environment where a
wide variety of agricultural
operations can continue to thrive in
the County, and where agricultural
lands can be preserved for
generations.

Objectives and Strategies
Objective: Enable and empower local
governments to preserve agricultural
lands.
Encourage local governments to participate in
the County PDR program, and educate them on
the ramifications of extending public services
into agriculture preserve areas (such as
ineligibility for agriculture preservation
funding).
Suggest build-out analyses for local governments
to show the impact of current zoning and/or
master plans on agricultural lands.
Provide information on agriculturally supportive
model ordinances (such as agri-business
districts, cluster zoning, and sliding scale
zoning).

Objective: Use County leverage over
public services to promote preservation
of rural areas and agricultural lands.
Prioritize funding for public works expansions
into areas designated for urban or suburban
growth (urban, village or suburban landscapes
within the County Master Plan) or for
maintenance of existing systems.

urban, village, or suburban landscapes so as to
discourage growth into rural areas.

Objective: Create a supportive
environment for agricultural support
and related businesses.
Assist local governments in creating definitions
of and criteria for farm-oriented business
activities that may be appropriate in agricultural
areas, including siting elements and allowances
for limited agricultural product processing.

Objective: Support agri-tourism
Work with local governments to ensure that
zoning ordinances allow for appropriate agritourism, and where appropriate, facilitate
dialogue on conflicts between agri-tourism
business and local plans and ordinances.
Provide access to educational materials for
farmers on appropriate placement for agritourism oriented uses on their property.

Objective: Encourage and support
programs that will maintain the
viability of agriculture through new and
expanding markets for locally grown
products.
NEW MARKET DEVELOPMENT: Pursue
collaborative efforts between Berrien County,
state, local and regional agencies to find new
market opportunities for Berrien County’s
agricultural sector. These may include:
• Direct marketing to consumers (includes
“community supported agriculture”)
• Adding value to the food (packaging, agrientertainment, agri-tourism)
• Niche marketing of farm products (ethnic
foods, organic foods, specialty farm
products).

Coordinate projects in the Capital Improvements
Plan with areas designated in the master plan as
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Neighborhoods & Homes
Neighborhoods and homes are the core of
Berrien County communities. With the
continuing trends of minimal to no population
growth, along with its aging and increasing
disparity of income levels, housing policies are
central to community planning. There is
pressure on the system, with aging housing stock
as well, to provide an adequate supply for the
mix of household types and incomes. Older
homes can be more expensive to maintain and
are less energy-efficient. Housing built before
1960 also has fewer bedrooms and bathrooms
and are harder to retrofit for barrier-free access
than newly constructed houses. Therefore,
existing housing will need to be maintained and
updated to remain competitive with new
construction, to preserve neighborhoods, and
provide housing for all incomes and abilities.
Berrien County's attractiveness to higher-priced
second home development can bring added
pressure, if not managed properly. At the same
time, the RPI sites a report that residential areas
are experiencing vacancy rates near 20% in
some areas of the State. That disconnect should
be a consideration in housing policy.
Placemaking strategies that align with state,
federal, and non-profit funding opportunities
are crucial. Blight elimination programs and
their related neighborhood safety and
stabilization benefits are also key strategies,
similar to the County Land Bank's involvement
in the Neighborhood Stabilization Program
(NSP). The State agency administering that
program, the Michigan State Housing
Development Agency (MSHDA), has its own
placemaking initiative within its Community
Development Division. Again, transit can play a
role in maintaining urban centers, by serving the
types of households that typically reside there.

As the residents grow older and the County’s
economy changes, the needs of residents and the
desirability of the existing housing will change as

well. Careful planning, coordination and
cooperation will be needed to assure that safe,
decent, affordable homes are in reach for
everyone, no matter their age, income or
abilities.

Where are we now?
Existing Housing
Year Structure Built

Number

Percent

Built 2010 or later

99

0.1%

Built 2000 to 2009

7,093

9.2%

Built 1990 to 1999

7,249

9.4%

Built 1980 to 1989

6,176

8.7%

Built 1970 to 1979

10,598

13.8%

Built 1960 to 1969

10,544

13.7%

Built 1950 to 1959

14,364

18.7%

Built 1940 to 1949

6,299

8.2%

Built 1939 or earlier

14,486

18.8%

Total housing units

76,908

Source: 2008-2012 American Community Survey

Demographics and Economic Conditions
In 2009, the Southwest Michigan Community
Action Agency conducted a housing needs
analysis for the County, the results of which
remain relatively unchanged since then. The
following noteworthy demographic and
economic trends from the report have
significance for housing in Berrien County:
• The number of residents entering older
life stages will increase. If many stay in
their homes, which they most often own,
the single family housing market should
remain stable.

•

Roughly 50% of the housing units are
more than 45 years old, which usually
have sleeping, eating and laundry area
scattered among two floors and a

Page | 30

Housing

basement, posing difficulties for older
residents.

•

Seniors may seek out other housing,
such as active adult living or senior
housing complexes.

•

If appropriate housing is not available,
older residents may move out of the
County altogether, leaving their homes
behind.

•

Family sizes and school enrollments are
declining, therefore, the single-family
home needs of new families with
children can be met by existing houses
expected to be vacated by older
residents.

•

The number of families with school age
children is not as large as the population
of Berrien entering older age and cannot
fill the void if seniors as a group move
into other housing.

•

High-paying manufacturing jobs may
continue to decline.

•

Much job growth will be in lower paying
jobs in services and retail trade, that will
result in less money for housing.

•

Vacation homes account for over 10% of
the housing units in seven Berrien
County communities. This
concentration of vacation homes can
raise local property values, but it can
also decrease affordable housing,
decline school enrollment, and shift the
local economy away from long-term,
year-round jobs to seasonal employment
generally of a service nature.

•

The housing needs of the population in
2030 in Berrien could be satisfied by the
number of housing units existing in the
County. However, the type of units,
their location, affordability and
characteristics may not match the needs
of an aging population in a changing
economy.

Other demographic data point to populations
within the county with special housing needs:
•

•

29% of the population was between the
ages of 35 and 54, with 27% of the
population over the age of 54. As
residents age, their housing needs will
change. Unless seniors are able to stay
in their homes and communities, called
“aging in place”, the housing market in
Berrien will become oversaturated and
the population decline.
24,957 people in Berrien County or 17%
of the population over the age of 5 had a
disability.

Source: U.S. Census

Where we are going?
The County is limited in its powers to influence
housing. Many non-profit and municipal
agencies adeptly handle the housing needs of
low-income, elderly and physically challenged
residents. However, the County plans to do the
following in order to achieve its goals for
housing:
• Assist municipal and non-profit
agencies in accessing grants
• Strengthen and supplement existing
County programs
• Provide municipalities with data and
suggestions during master plan and
zoning ordinances reviews
• Provide access to model ordinances or
agreements, to be used by municipalities
or individuals as they determine the best
fit to local circumstances.
• Utilize redevelopment opportunities
through the Land Bank where and when
appropriate.

Source: Berrien County Housing Needs Study,
June 2009
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Goal
To provide safe, decent and
affordable housing for Berrien
County residents of all ages, abilities
and incomes within their various
communities.

Objectives and Strategies
Objective: Maintain existing housing
stock and neighborhoods
Continue to secure funding and administer
homeowner rehabilitation loan programs, to
supplement programs of local municipalities
that may eligible for their own funding.
Pursue funding for an energy efficiency program
for existing homes, and seek to structure it in a
way that can become financially self-sustaining.
Provide access to information for local
municipalities on model code enforcement
programs that preserve and protect existing
homeowner and rental housing.
Continue direct County action and assistance to
communities on neighborhood stabilization
efforts. This includes County Land Bank
administered programs and those of other
County offices, utilizing all available federal,
state and local funding sources. The instability
and blight impacts of tax foreclosure, are of
particular focus.

Objective: Ensure housing for seniors
Engage social service agencies in the
development of strategies that enable senior
citizens to stay in their homes and other agingin-place approaches that allow them to remain
in their communities. These can cover a range
of options that include simple home care, adult
daycare, home retrofits that reduce barriers to
seniors with diminished abilities, senior
housing communities, on up to nursing homes.

Use County reviews of community master plans
and their associated zoning plans and
ordinances to promote actions to preserve and
create housing options for seniors.

Objective: Ensure housing for residents
of all abilities
Use County reviews of community master plans
and their associated zoning plans and
ordinances to promote the identification of
elements that could be exclusionary to residents
with disabilities, such as impediments to
retrofits for barrier free access. This includes
both homeowner and rental units.
Promote the development of rental agreements
that ensure fair treatment and housing stability
for renters with disabilities, and encourage
communities to adopt them.

Objective: Ensure housing for residents
of all incomes
Encourage communities to adopt strategies for
the development of housing for residents of all
levels of income. Promote innovative ways to
build residential communities that lessen land
consumption and infrastructure costs, resulting
in lower development costs that can be passed
onto a wider income range of homebuyers.
Inform communities of funding resources and
explore opportunities to form partnerships
between the County and other entities involving
various financing options, such as tax credits,
loans or grants that target rehabilitation or
construction of mixed income developments.

Objective: End homelessness in Berrien
County
Be an information resource on funding that's
available for the various entities that provide
public housing, in order to improve its quality
and desirability within Berrien County.
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Consider supplementing the current
homeownership training efforts of housing
authorities, by its expansion to areas that are not
currently served by a housing program. Also
consider a renter training strategy that could
assist tenants in disputes with landlords.
Use accessible County information networks,
such as the County's website, to make available
information on the various housing related
programs and resources, such as voucher
programs, training for housing development
corporations to provide low cost rental housing
on a larger scale, model rental agreements, and
best management practices for development of
affordable housing.
Establish criteria to guide a certain percentage of
tax reverted properties towards redevelopment
housing that's affordable to low income
households.

Objective: Improve communication
and coordination between
governmental agencies and
practitioners in the housing field
Continue involvement with the Housing
Resource Network (HRN) and similar entities
that encompass the various public, private, nonprofit and for-profit stakeholders in the housing
field. They can study and offer advice on the
need for and methods of providing affordable
and workforce housing throughout Berrien
County.
Explore how the County can best be a source of
information tying together data on land, housing
and neighborhoods of Berrien County
communities.
Promote the benefits of coordinating good
transportation planning with housing strategies,
particularly public transit. It can play a helpful
role in stabilizing neighborhoods by ensuring
that residents of various abilities can have
adequate mobility without having to sacrifice
staying in-place.
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Transportation
Roads, railroads, waterways, and
transit
The movement of people and goods is one of the
predominant factors shaping development
patterns within Berrien County. Historically,
developments along the lakeshore and inland
waterways, such as Forts Miami and St. Joseph,
mirrored Native American settlement. These
were followed by stops along the rail lines
between Chicago and Detroit. The most modern
nodes of development occur where I-94 and US31 intersect with other main state trunklines and
County roads. There is a marked increase in
demand for non-motorized networks that
integrate roads, bicycle routes and pedestrian
walkways; in the form of the complete streets
concept. Despite this, the maintenance of just
the basic roadways is increasingly difficult in the
face of ever-decreasing funding. Maintaining
the existing network is a high priority.
Public transit is taking a more prominent place
in the mix of transportation planning. It relates
to the changing demographics, but also to some
of its inherent benefits. These include decreased
road congestion and wear and tear, and energy
efficiency and decreased pollution per passenger
mile travelled. Transit covers the range from
short distance commuter busing to longer
distance high speed rail. Southern Berrien
County is identified in national plans as part of
the latter network. Connecting to it and to
existing rail systems (e.g., Southshore electric
rail to Chicago) is an available opportunity. The
County has the opportunity for greater efficiency
in bus transit. A two-year study (MOVING

FORWARD: A PLAN FOR PUBLIC TRANSIT IN
BERRIEN COUNTY) was completed in the spring
of 2014. It proposes to ultimately consolidate
the four-transit system arrangement, that's
unique to Berrien County within Michigan, and
rare nationally for similarly sized populations. It
envisions a phased move toward a single
provider. The study's findings state that this
should allow for increased and better service,

while realizing cost efficiencies in both
operations and administration.
Lastly, waterborne commerce has always played
a strong role in Berrien County, most
particularly through the St. Joseph River
Harbor. It's the only deep-draft commercial
harbor between Burns Harbor in Indiana and
Holland Michigan. Unfortunately, that too is
facing funding difficulties from the federal
sources that historically have been the sole
maintainer of the nation's commercial ports.
Recognizing this pressure, the County has
proposed a reconfiguration of the Harbor that
concentrates commercial docks at one site in the
portion of the harbor with the lowest dredging
maintenance costs, known as the outer-harbor.
This would create greater isolation from the
increasing recreational uses seen throughout the
harbor, but primarily in the inner-harbor,
including the realization of the first phase (i.e.,
hotel) of a major seasonal and permanent
residential development project. This could
increase safety, by minimizing interaction
between recreational watercraft and the
commercial freighters that are several hundred
feet long. It would also make way for more
extensive inner-harbor waterfront recreational
development . The proposal is intended to allow
both activities to maximize their economic
advantage. Discussions with local communities

Where are we now?
System Structure
Transportation funding is primarily through the
redistribution of gas taxes through the Federal
Government and the State of Michigan. Federal
funding distributes locally through two
urbanized areas: the Niles Area Transportation
Study (NATS) and the Twin Cities (Benton
Harbor - St. Joseph) Area Transportation Study
(TwinCATS), which are served administratively
by the SWMPC, as their federally recognized
Metropolitan Planning Organization (MPO).
State gas taxes are distributed according to Act
51 through NATS and TwinCATS, including the
County Road Commission and cities and villages
in order to provide funding for all roads, not just
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the ones eligible for Federal funds. Nonurbanized area funding is guided by a Rural
planning Task Force (RTF). Guidelines for
transportation funding involve a comprehensive
planning process that features public
involvement, air quality considerations, travel
demand analysis, and environmental protocol.
Funding to Map 1 shows the roads in the County
that are eligible for funding.

roads surveyed are ranked in the worst
classification and require significant, and costly,
structural improvements, while less than onethird did at the time of 2009 Plan.

Trends
Traffic by special generators such as tourist
destinations, health care, regionally significant
projects and new industrial, residential, and
commercial centers is continuing.
The Southwest Michigan Regional Airport is
beginning to experience an increase in private
service, attributed to the safety improvements
and facility upgrades.
There is dramatic increase in requests for
pedestrian and bicycle routes.
The proposed connection of US 31, east of
business loop I-94 will likely be the only
significant road capacity expansion in the
County over the next couple of decades.
Industrial/commercial use of the waterways and
harbors has suffered nationally from the lack of
regular federal maintenance. The majority of
boat traffic is recreational, but the commercial
use contributes the bulk of maintenance funding
(100% of the dredging maintenance in the deepwater federal navigation channel in the St.
Joseph Harbor is federally funded, through the
Harbor Maintenance Trust Fund).
The most recent (2013) evaluation of the road
conditions in Berrien County, was conducted in
conformance and cooperation with the Michigan
Department of Transportation (MDOT) method
(PASER - Pavement Surface Evaluation and
Rating), with local coordination through the
Southwest Michigan Planning Commission. It
shows the continued worsening of the road
network. Many of the roads are reaching a point
where their deterioration accelerates with the
passage of time. Therefore, nearly half the
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Map 1: Federal Aid Eligible Roads (blue are eligible, red are not).
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The Niles Dial-A-Ride system is run by the
City. The service consists of both demandresponse service and one deviated fixed-route
within the City and Township of Niles. The
same facility houses administration,
maintenance, and storage. A local millage
supplements the federal and State funds.

Transit Operations
There are four operating transit systems within
Berrien County, which, as stated earlier, is
unique to all counties in Michigan and much of
the nation. Each receive Federal and State of
Michigan funding for capital and operations.
The County run system is operated by a private
transit provider under the trade name of Berrien
Bus. The service consists of an advance-notice
demand-response service within the County.
The service facility located in Berrien Springs
provides storage, maintenance, and
administration.
The Twin Cities Area Transportation Authority
(TCATA) serves primarily the City of Benton
Harbor, portions of Benton Township and the
City of St. Joseph, and a few other select
locations within the Twin Cities urbanized area.
A local millage, from the City of Benton Harbor
only, provides supplemental funding for
operations consisting of both fixed-route and
demand-response service .
The Buchanan Dial-a-Ride service consists of
demand-response service within the Buchanan
area and regular shuttle service to Niles. A local
millage provides additional funding support.

T ransit Prov ider
Day s of Serv ic e
Total V ehicles
Lift Equipped V ehic les
Population Serv ed
Employ ees
Sy stem Data
V ehic le Miles
V ehic le Hours
Passengers
Operating Ex penses

Funding from State and federal sources is
dwindling. The State legislature has, at time of
this document's development, arranged for a
new funding scheme that should provide more
revenue, if approved by a voter referendum in
May, 2015. Concerns for financial sustainability
and the trends for consolidation espoused by the
Regional Prosperity Initiative should bear
strong consideration. As noted earlier,
consolidation of the four transit systems is
addressed in MOVING FORWARD: A PLAN FOR
PUBLIC TRANSIT IN BERRIEN COUNTY, a
feasibility study published in 2014 by the
Berrien County Coordinated Transportation
Coalition. A central consideration is a Countywide transportation authority. The report
envisions this as one of a series of phased steps,
that can yield cost efficiencies and better service.
There are expected cost savings to operations
and administration by consolidating
maintenance, dispatch, and marketing.

Berrien County

Buc hanan

TCA TA

Niles

5 - Mon-Fri 6, Limited Sat. 6, Limited Sat. 6, Limited Sat.
22
3
25
6
22
3
18
6
7 3,35 6
4,992
57 ,7 44
25 ,000

408,5 20
1 8,825
62,47 7
$1 ,1 90,5 87

Ec onom ics
Eligible Ex pense per Passenger Mile
Eligible Ex pense per V ehic le Hour
Eligible Ex pense per Employ ee
Eligible Ex penses per Population
Passengers per Passenger Mile
Passengers per V ehic le Hour
Notes: FY 201 3 data obtained from MDOT.

39,852
3,843
8,1 00
$1 98,47 8

$2.91
$63.24
$1 9.06
$1 6.23
0.1 5
3.32
High indicators

648,498
49,358
21 9,1 67
$ 2,256,067

98,61 5
7 ,67 9
31 ,080
$430,494

$ 4.98
$3.48
$51 .65
$45.7 1
$24.50
$1 0.29
$39.7 6
$39.07
0.20
0.34
2.1 1
4.44
in blue, low in red.

$4.37
$ 56.06
$1 3.85
$1 7 .22
0.32
4.05
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Goal
Use transportation investments to
advance economic opportunities and
equity in Berrien County.

Objectives and Strategies
Objective: Improve the economic base
of the County by targeting investments
that improve efficiency and modal links
in core urban areas
Complete US 31. Assist local communities in
managing the impacts, both positive and
negative, to land uses as the freeway is
completed to Benton Harbor.
Prioritize transportation investments that bring
sustainable, emergent sector manufacturing jobs
to Berrien County.
Preserve and enhance commercial, industrial,
and recreational use of the St. Joseph and New
Buffalo harbors. In particular, work on the
sustainability of the St. Joseph commercial
harbor.
Consider the linkage between rural road funding
and participation in the County’s PDR program.
Design for the connectivity between road
networks and the future development of high
speed rail.
Focus opportunities for neighborhood
redevelopment in urban and suburban areas
around County resources.
Attempt to influence development around
multimodal transit centers.
Investigate the potential for collaborative
building of alternative fuel infrastructure (e.g.,
compressed natural gas).

Objective: Provide equal access to the
transportation system.
Balance investment, carefully considering
underserved and minority populations,
including seniors that desire to age-in-place and
accessibility for persons with disabilities.

Connect centers of employment, education,
commerce, and housing with multiple modes of
transportation, including non-motorized
corridors.
Coordinate, or consolidate if possible, public
transportation services to eliminate duplication
and provide complete coverage for the County.
Provide ADA compliant non-motorized facilities
for persons with mobility impairments.
Encourage local jurisdictions to exceed Michigan
Barrier Free Code when reviewing development.
Pursue a coordinated County-wide transit
system, using the Public Transit Plan as guide,
that provides access to core human services from
the various developed areas of the County.

Objective: Maintain and provide
efficiencies in the current system.
Advocate “complete streets” design standards
that correlate with state initiatives like Safe
Routes to Schools and Building Healthy
Communities.
Encourage access management principles
through local zoning and right-of-way
ordinances.
Provide asset management services for primary
and secondary road systems so each local
jurisdiction can best understand its needs and
fund a desired level of service.
Continue to select road projects that include
safety improvement components. Evaluate
bridges and culverts to avoid closure or weight
restrictions on economically important routes.
Consider a fuel consortium among major public
users that can contract for future purchases that
are less susceptible to volatile market swings.
Promote transit for both choice riders and
dependent riders, again using the Public Transit
Plan as a guide. This includes working with
public and private institutional providers that
meet the needs of underserved populations
related to access to work, health care, and
recreation.
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Infrastructure
Water, Sewer, Utilities, Solid Waste
Management
As the term is traditionally used, this form of
infrastructure most commonly refers to human
made systems such as roads & bridges, water &
sewage treatment, solid waste management, and
energy production & distribution. Protecting
and maintaining these should be a priority for
any community, with regard to their physical
condition and in new ways, such as cyber
security for those that rely on automated
networks (e.g., electrical grid). Relatedly,
broadband service is becoming an important
cyber infrastructure element that's attractive to
business and residential development. Public
funding decreases of recent years make
achieving these objectives a challenge, but one
that must be addressed.
One manner to help alleviate some, though not
all, of the funding downturn is to identify
opportunities for system consolidation or
sharing of assets and services (e.g., joint
wastewater treatment plants). In Berrien
County, this may also include inter-connection
of existing water distribution systems.
Consolidation can be applied to these traditional
public works systems and also to elements such
as transportation. Sharing and consolidation
avoids unnecessary duplications of effort with
physical operations and also their
administration, which can lead to better service.
Other funding gaps may be aided by grants and
loans (e.g., MDEQ Stormwater, AssetManagement & Wastewater [SAW] grants,
FEMA / Homeland Security funds).
Consolidation and jointness are strongly
identified in the RPI, which envisions its own
funding opportunities that favor cooperation, in
addition to having their own local efficiency
benefits.

It's also important to determine the nature and
extent of public involvement and control of
infrastructure. Areas of potential public
involvement vary from the traditional direct role
with wastewater, to new areas like the previously
mentioned broadband connectivity, and yet
others like solid waste management. Another
form of non-traditional infrastructure involving
transportation, whether it be publicly or
privately developed, would be charging stations
for electronic vehicles.
Hazard mitigation is another consideration
related to infrastructure that is gaining increased
attention and falls under the concept of
resilience. Berrien County has taken a proactive
role, including development of its Hazard
Mitigation Action Plan. Among other things, it
encourages development in locations that can
better absorb potential disasters and provide
adequate emergency response.

Where are we now?
There are several public providers that operate
water and wastewater facilities. These
authorities typically use the County’s bonding
capacity along with Drinking Water Revolving
Loan Fund and Wastewater Revolving Loan
Fund programs to finance capital improvements.
Since development of the 2009 Plan, a major
overhaul of the City of Benton Harbor's water
system, more modest upgrades the City of St.
Joseph’s water system and development of an
entirely new water system by Benton Charter
Township has occurred. This has yielded an
abundance of capacity available to the serviced
communities.
The majority of solid waste management
services, such as trash collection and disposal,
and curbside recycling, continues to be provided
by the private sector, not unlike most of the
State and nation. This occurs through a mix of
subscription service by individual property
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owners and municipally contracted service. The
County's main focus is to supplement these
primary waste management services through
household hazardous waste collections, tire
collections, and electronic waste collections,
keeping these problematic items out of the three
landfills within Berrien County (None of the
landfills are owned or operated by the County,
although it does collect impact fees in relation to
the volume of waste disposed at each. One
landfill is operated by a publicly owned authority
and the other two are privately owned and
operated. ) The other main County funded
waste management activity, along with some
privates assistance such as from the Pokagon
fund, is for a small network of drop-off recycling
stations that are no-cost to area residents. These
serve as an alternative to subscribing for
curbside service in municipalities that don't
contract for that.

"maximize returns on future infrastructure
investments", through development of a
centralized campus for County services. It is
beginning with the consolidation of County
Health Department activities, scheduled for the
first quarter of 2015, and its resulting closure
and sale of separate and aging buildings. The
campus site chosen is near the main north/south
arterial roads of I-94 and US-31, and on a main
east/west local road that's within the service
area of the County's largest transit system. Most
County residents are within a 20-minute car ride
to the campus site. It's also within a mile of the
County Road Commission's main facilities, a
regional community college (Lake Michigan
College) and several other County functions
(Emergency Operations Center, Motor Pool,
Printing, and Records Retention).

The primary focus of County resources applied
to solid waste management, outside of the above
mentioned activities, is education and outreach
on the availability and importance of waste
reduction and recycling. A special focus has
been on school based programs, including small
grants that helped start or enhance many school
recycling programs, but those resources are
becoming constrained. Finally, as regards solid
waste management, the County has been a
member of the 7-county Southwest Michigan
Solid Waste Consortium for over 20 years. This
group has offered several projects over that time,
through joint application for grant funding.
Energy utilities are readily available in Berrien
County. Two nuclear power plants are within
ten miles of the County Seat of St. Joseph, and
their distribution grids cover much of the area.
A modest scale hydroelectric dam is on the St.
Joseph River is at Berrien Springs and some
natural gas pipelines crisscross the County.
These resulting effects on energy costs can be
attractive for business location and enhance the
local tax base.
The County is implementing one of the 2009
Plan's strategies for achieving the objective to
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Goal

of water main in coordination with road
reconstruction).

Coordinate development to infill
around existing infrastructure
capacity and rehabilitate systems
prior to establishing new service.

Promote homeowner and business education
that demonstrates opportunities to reduce
energy and water resource consumption.

Objectives and Strategies
Objective: Maximize capacity of
existing infrastructure
Urban Service Boundaries (USB):
Encourage development within feasible 20
year growth areas based on population and
land use demands. USB’s help evaluate local
master plans, zoning map changes, and
applications to state and federal funding
programs for consistency (see Map 1).
Undeveloped sites should not be ‘leapfrogged’ over, producing sprawl.
• The Service Boundary concept provides
space for expansion of existing water
and wastewater systems in a manner
that promotes efficient development
options.
• A USB contains capacity for future
growth.
• A Service Boundary line, as indicated in
Map 1 of this chapter, is a policy tool and
not a geo-political boundary. The intent
of the boundary line is to evaluate
proposed system expansions so that they
are contiguous to existing development
and consistent with local comprehensive
plans.
• This strategy supports preserving a
maximum of the County land for
agriculture use and open space.

Prioritize public infrastructure expenditures that
rehabilitate ‘Brownfield’ sites.
Encourage residential, commercial, and
industrial growth within USBs.
Continue the development of a centralized
campus for County services.

Objective: Supplement private sector
solid waste services and promote waste
reduction and recycling enhancements.
Look for opportunities to promote and assist
increased waste reduction and recycling
activities for the communities that don't
currently have access to or offer them. The
Governor's office has announced, just this past
year, a yet to be defined initiative to increase
recycling rates in Michigan. The County should
consider exploring how it may take advantage of
programs, policies, and possible funding that
may emerge from the State and, where possible,
provide input to that process.

Objective: Maximize returns on future
infrastructure investments.
Consolidate resources into larger authorities,
when practical, while preserving local
representation for management of water and
wastewater systems.
Prioritize funded infrastructure projects that
accomplish multiple functions (e.g. replacement
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Map 1: Urban Service Boundaries.
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Appendix I
Additional Information

Green Infrastructure
Michigan Natural Features Inventory (MNFI):
http://web4.msue.msu.edu/mnfi/
Southwest Michigan Planning Commission – Growing Greener Project:
http://www.swmpc.org/growgreen.asp
Living with Michigan Wetlands: A landowner’s guide
http://www.michigan.gov/documents/deq/LivingwithMIWetlands_339928_7.pdf
Environmental Protection Agency- Water division
http://water.epa.gov/type/wetlands/restore/index.cfm
Illinois-Indiana Sea Grant - Purdue University: Tipping Points & Indicators for Watershed Planning
http://tippingpointplanner.org

Agriculture
Census of Agriculture Berrien County Profile:
http://www.agcensus.usda.gov/Publications/2012/Full_Report/Volume_1,_Chapter_2_County_Level/
Michigan/
Michigan Department of Agriculture and Rural Development – Food and Agricultural Systems
http://www.michigan.gov/documents/mda/County_Food_System_Profiles_292923_7.pdf

Transportation
Niles Area Transportation Study: http://www.swmpc.org/nats.asp
Twin Cities Area Transportation Study (TwinCATS): http://www.swmpc.org/twincats.asp
Berrien County Public Transit opportunities: http://www.swmpc.org/berrientransit.asp
Transportation Study
•
Moving Forward – A Plan for Public Transit in Berrien County
http://www.mywaythere.org/downloads/final_draft_plan_for_public_transit_in_berrien_county.pdf
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Economic Development
Bureau of Labor Statistics Employment figures
http://data.bls.gov/PDQ/outside.jsp?survey=la
http://data.bls.gov/PDQ/servlet/SurveyOutputServlet;jsessionid=a2301b3b110d315d2236
Bureau of Economic Analysis
http://www.bea.gov/regional
MDLEG – Industry Sector Study– Berrien County
• http://www.michigan.gov/documents/rsa/21stCent_LMI_Profile-BerrienCVB_197452_7.pdf
• source: MEDC – Economic Profiler, http://ref.michigan.org/medc/miinfo/places/BerrienCounty
Benton Harbor Economic Region Corridor Summary – MDOT:
http://www.michigan.gov/documents/mdot/MDOT_Corridors_Borders_econ_regions_4_190301_7.pdf
Federal Reserve of Economic Data (FRED) Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis
http://research.stlouisfed.org/fred2/tags/series/?t=berrien+county%2C+mi

Housing
Housing codes
• Examples gathered by the National Center for Healthy Housing at
http://www.healthyhomestraining.org/Codes/State_Local.htm
Aging in Place
• Aging in Place: Toolkit for local government, AARP.
http://www.aarp.org/content/dam/aarp/livable-communities/plan/planning/aging-in-place-atoolkit-for-local-governments-aarp.pdf
•

Examples of things that could be suggested in master plan and zoning ordinance reviews:
o
o

In villages, allowance of senior housing as principal permitted use where multiple-family
is a special use.
In rural areas, allowing for accessory dwelling units and planning for senior housing.

Resource on planning to end homelessness:
• Hennepin County, Minnesota program details at
http://www.endhomelessness.org/content/article/detail/1223
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Appendix II
NOTIFICATION & DISTRIBUTION
At its meeting on January 14, 2014, the Berrien County Planning Commission passed a motion to amend
the Berrien County Master Plan of 2009. A notice of intent, signed by the Planning Commission's
chairperson (dated: 1/17/14), to amend the Master Plan was sent to the required public and private
entities and organizations, pursuant to § 39(2) of the Michigan Planning Enabling Act (MPEA) [MCL
125.3839(2) ] . A listing of all such organizations is on file with the Community Development
Department and a copy of the letter is included below.
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Over the course of the subsequent year, the Planning Commission reviewed and drafted amendments to
the 2009 Master Plan, and on February 10, 2015, it recommended to the Board of Commissioners that the
Draft Berrien County Master Plan Amendment was ready for review and distribution, in accordance with
§ 41 of the MPEA [MCL 125.3841 ].
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On March 5, 2015, the Berrien County Board of Commissioners authorized distribution of the Draft
Berrien County Master Plan Amendment, pursuant to § 41(2) MPEA [MCL 125.3841(2) ], and by
resolution, asserted its right under § 43(3) MPEA [MCL 125.3843(3) ] to approve or reject the Master
Plan Amendment.

3

Appendix

The draft of the amended Plan was distributed in accordance with § 39(3) MPEA [MCL 125.3839(3)] on
March 9, 2015, including a request for comments and notification of a public hearing pursuant to § 43(1)
MPEA [MCL 125.3843(1) ].
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COMMENTS & PUBLIC HEARING
A public hearing was set for April 21, 2015 and notice was given in accordance with to § 43(1) MPEA [MCL
125.3843(1) ].
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Comment from the chairperson of the Bainbridge Township Planning Commission, Dale Kreitner,
received on March 30, 2015, as follows: On page 19, the text above Figure 1 (chart of Berrien County
unemployment rate 1990 - 2014) should refer to the rate in the last half of 2014, instead of 2015.
The following comments were also received from Village of Grand Beach and Van Buren County Planning
Commission:
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APPROVAL
After review of the comments received through correspondence and after the public hearing that was held
on April 21, 2015, where no public comments were made, the Berrien County Planning Commission
adopted a resolution to approve the amended Berrien County Master Plan, in accordance with § 43(2)
MPEA [MCL 125.3843(2) ], and forward it the Board of Commissioners for its action.
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The Berrien County Board of Commissioners approved the Berrien County Master Plan of 2015 through
resolution adopted on April 30, 2015, in accordance with § 43(3) MPEA [MCL 125.3843(3) ].
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