
2014 Annual Report  

The mission of  the Oceana Conservation District is to promote conservation, stewardship and  

sustainable use of the natural resources in Oceana County through landowner assistance and education. 

2014 was a year of change for Oceana Conservation Dis-
trict. In March we said farewell to Willidene Hutton who 
served the District for 14 years. We thank her for her 
time and dedication and wish her well in her retirement. 
After Hutton’s resignation, the Board asked Muskegon 
Conservation District’s Executive Director Jeff Auch, to 
fill in as the interim Director before hiring Suzie Knoll in 
May. So, with a change in leadership, we have re-visited 
our mission, strengthened partnerships, and are looking 
for ways to not only continue our strong existing pro-
grams and services, but also looking to expand our pro-
grams and services to the community.  

 

Like many of us who take pride in Oceana County and 
our “Great Lakes” state, Oceana Conservation District 
knows how important tourism and agriculture are to our 
local economy. Therefore we want to preserve our agri-
cultural heritage as well as take an active role in pro-
tecting the natural features and resources like our 
dunes, our rivers and lakes that make our dot on the 
map so special. Our newly revised mission at Oceana 
Conservation District is simple and clear:  to promote 
conservation, stewardship and sustainable use of the 
natural resources in Oceana County through landowner 
assistance and education.  

 

With the mission at the center of our focus, we are cur-
rently working on expanding our efforts in two main 
areas: Education and Stewardship. First, we want to 
take a more active role in inspiring people, young and 
old, to explore, appreciate and conserve our natural re-
sources. We hope to do this through recreational oppor-
tunities, field trips, and educational presentations. We 
are also currently exploring the possibility of a nature 
center in the county.  

 

And second, we are initiating a leading role in new eco-
logical restoration and stewardship activities.  We plan 
to start addressing invasive plant species like Phrag-
mites, Japanese knotweed and garlic mustard, all ag-
gressive species that are starting to show up in the 
county and threaten our waters and forests.  We are 
also planning some stewardship activities including par-
ticipation in the “Adopt-a-Highway” program. In the fu-
ture, we might have opportunities like river clean ups 
and stream monitoring.   

 

Be sure to visit our website for more information about 
our upcoming events and programs. We are currently 
working on creating a new website that will offer a fresh 
modern look, better organization and more information.  

 

In conclusion, I invite the community to find out what 
we’re doing, see how we are building momentum and 
expanding our role in the county, and understand how 
your support is vital to our work. Join us in our vision of 
healthy forests, clean rivers, sustainable agriculture, and 
a bright future. We encourage you to be a part of an 
organization that has a direct impact on our land and 
water and in our community.  

Building Momentum 
Suzie Knoll, District Manager  



Suzie Knoll, District Manager 

Suzie joined the District in May of 2014. She comes with degrees in biology and psychology and 

has experience doing fieldwork relating to avian research and ecological restoration. Her office 

management, organizational skills and drive to succeed give her the opportunity to lead the Dis-

trict in fulfilling its mission and expanding programs and services of the District.  

 

Raymond Gurley, District Forester 

Ray just recently came on board, in February, as District Forester. With a degree from MSU in 

Forest management, he will be providing private forested landowners with one-on-one assis-

tance and information regarding forestry, wildlife habitat and related natural resource concerns 

so they may better understand, plan, manage, protect and utilize their forest resources. 

 

Lynda Herremans, Oceana MAEAP Technician 

Lynda has worked as the MAEAP Technician in Oceana County since 2011. She received a B.S. in 

Wildlife Biology from MSU. Her past job titles include Wildlife, Conservation and Energy Techni-

cians, Soil Conservationist, Pheasants Forever Habitat Chair,  IPM Coordinator, Groundwater 

Stewardship and AmeriCorps Administrators, and Executive Director. A great deal more ag expe-

rience comes from living on a farm herself! Lynda loves being able to combine her passion for 

agriculture and conservation of natural resources as a MAEAP Technician. 

 

Dani McGarry, Conservation Technician 

Dani grew up in the small town of Algonac in southeast Michigan, but is happy to call western 

Michigan home. A love of the outdoors lead her to study biology at Michigan Tech, receiving a 

B.S. in 2007 and a M.S. in natural resources from U of M in 2012. She came to the Conservation 

District after seven years of working around the Midwest on projects relating to habitat restora-

tion and rare plants (she’s a bit of a botany nerd). 

 

Mark Kelly, USDA-NRCS District Conservationist 

Mark has been the District Conservationist with the Natural Resources Conservation Service 

(NRCS) in Oceana County since 1991. He graduated from the University of Illinois with an agron-

omy degree (crops and soils) and has been with USDA for over 36 years working in Illinois be-

fore transferring to Michigan. He lives in New Era with his wife and one daughter that still lives 

at home. His three other children are attending or have graduated from Michigan Tech or MSU.  

 

Dayna Schoenmaker, USDA-NRCS Soil Conservationist 

Dayna grew up near metro Detroit in Clarkston and moved to west Michigan to attend GVSU.  

While earning a degree in Natural Resource Management, she fell in love with the diverse envi-

ronment of west Michigan.  Since graduating in 2011, she has been working with the NRCS in 

Shelby to help people address natural resource concerns on their property and to utilize Farm 

Bill programs to do so.   

Staff 



2014 Accomplishments at a Glance 
Our dedicated staff has been working hard to provide quality services to our community through landowner assistance, 

educational programs, tree sales, household hazardous waste removal, drill rental, and other activities that protect and 

manage our soils and forests, improve our local water quality, and enhance wildlife habitat. 

 

 14,000 tree and shrub seedlings sold at our Annual Tree Sale 
 41,000 plugs of beach grass sold 
 353 acres planted with the no-till drill  
 13 new farms MAEAP-verified, 23 re-verified, for a total of 92 verifications in the county 
 Assisted 246 forest landowners accounting for 23,000 acres in Oceana, Muskegon and Newaygo counties 
 23 people and 2,450 acres enrolled into the Qualified Forest Program 
 287 people attended various forestry outreach events 
 54 people attended the 2014 Farm & Forestry Tour 
 239 students attended the 6th Grade Field Trip 
 65 wells tested for nitrates 
 27,104 pounds of household hazardous waste and pesticides were collected 

Local students exploring a wetland at the 6th Grade Field Trip 



MAEAP’s comprehensive, voluntary, proactive program is de-
signed to reduce farmers’ legal and environmental risks 
through a three-phase process: 1) education; 2) farm-specific 
risk assessment and practice implementation; and 3) on-farm 
verification that ensure the farmer has implemented environ-
mentally-sound practices. Nine farmers successfully completed 
all phases during the past year adding 13 new verifications. 
This brings Oceana County’s total verification number to 92. 
Oceana County has the third highest number of verifications in 
the state! There were also 23 re-verifications completed in 
2014 (farms need to re-verify every 3 years to maintain verifi-
cation status).  Farms reaching one or more verifications or re-
verifications during the past year include: 

MAEAP Outreach Activities by Month 
Jan-Dec  News articles in the Oceana Farm Bureau and Oceana Conservation District  newsletters 
 

March Asparagus Day Phase I Presentation, Articles in Oceana Conservation District’s Annual Report, MAEAP 

  Display and Award Presentation at the Oceana Agricultural Banquet 
 

May During Asparagus Month, the Michigan Asparagus Advisory Board sponsored the “MAEAP Minute”  

  broadcasts that are put out by the Michigan Farm Radio Network. Interviewed were Oceana Asparagus 

 Growers Gary Tate and Chris Crosby, Asparagus Advisory Board Executive Director John Bakker, MSUE 

 West Michigan Vegetable Educator Ben Werling, and Oceana MAEAP Technician Lynda Herremans. All 

 interviews are available to listen to on the maeap.org website. Mike VanAgtmael and Lynda Herremans 

 also worked with MDARD-MAEAP to film a short video clip at VanAgtmael & Son’s Farms during aspar

 agus harvest. 
 

July  Well Water Screening Event (65 wells screened for nitrates) 
 

August Farm & Forestry Tour, Clean Sweep/Household Hazardous Waste Collection, Fair Display 
 

September  MAEAP Presentation during the MSUE Vegetable Research Tour 
 

November Received the MAEAP Grant Host Award at the MACD Annual Convention 
 

December Oceana MAEAP was highlighted during the Great Lakes Expo MAEAP Panel 

 where Technician Lynda Herremans served as the moderator and Oceana 

 MAEAP Verified growers Phil Carter, Gary Tate and Timothy Vinke served as panelist members.   

MAEAP Report 

 
DeRuiter Farms 
Robert Bush Farms 
R&J Bush Farms 
Vinke Orchards 
Clarence Chase Farm 
Sid & Jill Whitaker 
Aerts Farm 

 
Arbre Farms 
Earthscape Farms 
Maple Grove Farms 
Four Star Farms 
Lound & Lound 
Earl L. Peterson 
Glenn Aebig Farm 

 
Tad Aebig Farm 
David Ramthun Farm 
Fuehring Farms 
John Williams Farm 
NJ Fox & Sons-Point Sable 
NJ Fox & Sons-Reames Farm  

Aebig Apple 



FORESTRY Report 
Through the Forestry Assistance program, the district forester 

provides, as a public service, both in-office and on-site assis-

tance to private forest landowners so that they can make in-

formed decisions regarding forest management.  

 

After a year and a half of operation in the Oceana, Newaygo, and 

Muskegon County area, the Forestry Assistance Program is expe-

riencing a lot of success.  During its first year, the Forestry Assis-

tance Program assisted 246 local landowners with their forest 

management, accounting for over 23,000 acres.  Participants 

ranged from small acreage landowners to county lands as well 

as our local school systems.  While there were many successes 

for the program over the past year, here are just a few of the 

program’s accomplishments: 

 

The Qualified Forest Program saw giant steps forward in the tri-

county area with 23 new landowners registering, ensuring over 

2,500 acres will be sustainably managed over the coming dec-

ades.  The Qualified Forest Program allows for seasonal land-

owners to receive a tax incentive for sustainably managing their 

forest with the help of a certified consulting forester.  With in-

terest in the program still growing, 2015 looks to be another 

great year for the Qualified Forest Program. 

 

Since education and outreach are key objectives of the Forestry 

Assistance Program, the district forester offered 22 events in 

2014 including topics on wildlife habitat, timber management, 

forest health, and tax-incentive programs. Students from Hart, 

Shelby, Walkerville, and New Era Christian enjoyed a hike 

through the woods with forester AJ Smith during our annual 6th 

Grade Field Trip where they learned about wooded habitat, nat-

ural processes, and how to sustainably harvest forest resources.  

In addition to the 6th Grade Field Trip, the Forestry Assistance 

Program also taught field days with the Hart High School Natural 

Resources class, Hart High School AP Biology class, and the 4-H 

Cloverbud Learning Day in P.J. Hoffmaster State Park. 

 

The Forestry Assistance Program aided in the detection and di-

agnosis of the first cases of oak wilt fungus in Oceana County.  

Oak wilt, a fungus spread by windblown spores into damaged 

oak trees is a fatal fungus that attacks all members of the oak 

family, particularly black and red oaks.  The early detection of 

this fungus will help the DNR track its spread through the area, 

and aid in control efforts.  The Forestry Assistance Program also 

assisted the first eradication effort of an infected pocket of oak 

wilt in the area.  Only time will tell how successful the battle 

against oak wilt will be in the area, but it’s off to a good start. 

 

As a last note, District Forester AJ Smith has moved on from the 

Conservation Districts and we have since hired a new forester, 

Raymond Gurley, who is excited to help our Oceana County 

landowners continue on their journey of forest management.  

Here’s to a great 2015! 



 

In 2014, the NRCS staff at the Shelby Field Office worked 
with over 100 Oceana County farmers and landowners to 
solve conservation resource concerns on their land.  We 
addressed a wide variety of issues including forest stand 
improvement, water quality degradation, and soil erosion 
from wind and water.   Examples of the conservation prac-
tices completed were forest management plans, compre-
hensive nutrient management plans, cover crop, wind-
break, irrigation water management, nutrient and pest 
management, and seasonal high tunnel.  We also worked 
with landowners on establishing plantings for native polli-
nators, to provide pollen sources that are not in contact 
with pesticides.  NRCS has also assisted many farmers with 
installing environmentally-safe storage for agrichemicals 
and on-farm fuels.  In 2014, the Environmental Quality In-
centives Program (EQIP) provided over $90,000 to land-
owners for implementing conservation practices; the old 
Conservation Security Program provided over $500,000; 
and the new Conservation Stewardship Program provided 
just under $30,000.  

 

The 2014 Farm Bill provides farmers and landowners an 
opportunity to offset the cost of implementing conserva-
tion practices by providing NRCS technical staff and exper-
tise, as well as financial assistance.   

 

If you would like to learn more about the NRCS and finan-
cial assistance programs offered through the Farm Bill, 
please contact the NRCS by visiting us at the office in   
Shelby, or calling (231) 861-5600 x 3.  

 
 

The Natural Resources Conservation Service 
(NRCS), an agency in the United States Department 
of Agriculture, works with private landowners to 
install or implement conservation practices on their 
land.  We are an agency of resource professionals 
(foresters, biologists, engineers, planners, etc.) who 
partner and work directly with and through your 
local conservation district.  All assistance with NRCS 
is voluntary.  You, as the landowner, can start and 
stop your interaction with NRCS at any time.  Our 
one and only job is to educate and assist landown-
ers with installing conservation practices.  NRCS has 
been working with farmers, ranchers, rural land-
owners and conservation districts since 1935.  

Environmental Quality Incentives Program  
(EQIP) 
For agricultural producers, this program pro-
vides financial and technical assistance to ad-
dress natural resource concerns relating to soil, 
water, air, plants, animals, and sometimes 
even humans on their land.   

 

Conservation Stewardship Program  
(CSP) 
This program provides financial assistance for 
farmers and ranchers to assist in maintaining 
the conservation practices already implement-
ed and to challenge them to try new conserva-
tion techniques such as soil testing, scouting 
for pests, or using nutrient management.  

 

Wetland Reserve Easement  
(WRE) 
Designed to restore wetlands that were 
drained or manipulated in any way for agricul-
tural production.  A wetland restoration pro-
ject involves many parties and can take many 
years to complete.   

Natural Resources Conservation Service 



Fiscal Year Finances 2014 
Statement of Revenue, Expenditures and Changes in Fund Balances  
For the year ended September 30, 2014 

 

EXPENDITURES 

 

 

 

REVENUES 

Intergovernmental revenues - county appropriations 

Grants 

Conservation Technical Assistance Incentive 

General Fund          

$              13,116 

 

7,280 

MAEAP Agriculture Technical Assistance 65,563 

Foresty Assistance Program 60,563 

Water Trails Project 798 

Donations 

Charges for services 

Testing 

68 

 

44 

Drill rental 3,062 

Household Hazardous Waste 1,896 

Permits and site reviews 2,300 

Sales 

Reforestation and conservation product sales 

 

12,799 

Interest 13 

Other            1,617   

Total revenues 169,119 

District operations 12,140 

Reforestation and conservation products 8,493 

Conservation Technical Assistance Incentive expenses 7,280 

MAEAP Agriculture Technical Assistance 65,563 

Foresty Assistance Program 60,563 

Water Trails project                    1,270  

Total expenditures  155,309 

Net change in fund balance 13,810 

Fund balance at October 1, 2013 $               41,268   

Fund balance at September 30, 2014 $                   55,078   

 



Invasive Species Management—  applied for 

through the Michigan Invasive Species Grants Program 
offered by the DNR. This application was a large collabora-
tive application to treat invasive species in an 8 county 
area called a Cooperative Invasive Species Management 
Area (CISMA). Through the application process, Oceana 
Conservation District joined a newly formed CISMA which 
also included Muskegon, Ottawa, Allegan, Kent, Mont-
calm, and Mecosta Conservation Districts and private con-
sultants of Newaygo Invasive Plants Project. The applica-
tion was headed up by Ottawa Conservation District and 
requested $634,700 for a two-year project. 

Oceana garnered great support of the application from 
offices around the county, including the Board of Commis-
sioners, Road Commission, Drain Commissioner, and 
Townships of Pentwater, Hart, and Elbridge. We even re-
ceived commitments of equipment and volunteer time. 
Thank you to all who helped support our application! 

If the CISMA receives the grant, a coordinator will be hired 
to manage crews among the 8 counties, working in the 
field to wrangle invasive species under control. The priori-
ty species for this grant application include Phragmites, 
Japanese knotweed, Black swallow-wort, pale swallow-
wort and. These are all aquatic or emergent (edge of wa-
ter) species. These species were chosen as “Early Detec-
tion, Rapid Response” or EDRR species, meaning that they 
are problematic in other areas, but not yet so out of hand 
in our county that we can’t make a difference. In Oceana, 
the District hopes to conduct inventories to better under-
stand the extent of invasive species on land and in waters 
of the county. There will be a focus on preventing the 
spread of new invasions to Oceana (like oak wilt, or the 
wooly adelgid which is attacking hemlocks), and containing 
small infestations where possible.  

Through this grant, a new program called “Go Beyond 
Beauty” will also start rolling. This program will work with 
nurseries, landscapers and landowners around the 8 coun-
ty CISMA to discontinue selling high-threat invasive orna-
mental plants. Participants who commit to this will also be 
asked to encourage the use of native species in gardens 
and landscapes to their customers.  

In the coming years, the DNR will also have a similar grant 
available that focuses more on terrestrial plant species. 
The CISMA and Oceana Conservation District hope to also 
apply to that grant when it becomes available. 

 

Scrap Tire Collection Day—  

Received a grant through the  
Michigan DEQ Scrap Tire Cleanup 
Grant Program, for a total of 
$3,000 to cover the cost of hauling 
the tires to a processor. The Con-
servation District and Oceana 
Road Commission will host a one day only, scrap tire col-
lection event at the Road Commission in Hart. Participants 
who wish to bring in scrap tires for the collection day will 
have to register in advance with the Conservation District, 
as space for tires will be limited. Only residential car and 
truck tires will be accepted (no tires from commercial busi-
nesses or farms). Each participant will be limited to bring-
ing in 7 tires, unless they hold a Michigan Tire Hauler per-
mit, pursuant to Michigan Law. 

Pesticide Jug Recycling Program— we are in the 

process of applying for a grant through the DEQ Communi-
ty Pollution Prevention Program. This project is developing 
with the help of the District’s MAEAP program and Michi-
gan Department of Agriculture and Rural Development. 
The goal is to aid farmers of the county in responsibly re-
cycling their plastic pesticide jugs. If the project is funded, 
there will be a semi-trailer available for dropping off of 
clean pesticide jugs. Jugs would have to be triple-rinsed, 
dry, and bagged after labels and caps are removed. The 
jugs will be hauled off-site for recycling. 

Education and Outreach— we will be incorporating 

more educational events in 2015 that we hope will inspire 
children and adults to explore, appreciate, and conserve 
our natural resources. We are also exploring the feasibility 
of a simple, yet state of the art, nature center in Oceana 
County. The space and trails could serve as an outdoor 
classroom, community gathering space, conference cen-
ter, or wedding site.  In the next year we will begin discus-
sions with potential partners, consider various sites, and 
consult with other nature centers as we examine the feasi-
bility and identify potential funding sources of this endeav-
or.  

Restoration and Stewardship—In 2015, we will be 

looking into opportunities that would enhance the natural 
resources in Oceana County. Stay tuned for potential op-
portunities like volunteer stream monitoring, watershed 
management, prairie/woodland/wetland restoration, as 
well as river and highway clean-up activities.  

What’s in the Works for 2015? 


