
2016 Annual Report 

Van Buren Conservation District                                   2016 Annual Report 

 Conservation Conversation 

Each year for the front page of our Annual Report I give a quick highlight of some of our biggest accomplishments for the year.  
This year, I am not sure there will be enough room as the list of successes is quite long.  But, I will give it a try... 
 

During the Michigan Association of Conservation Districts’ State Conference our Board of Directors member Carl Druskovich was 
honored with the Director of the Year Award. We have five outstanding Board Members and it was great to see dedication,    
passion and support from one of our own be recognized at the State level. 
 

The VBCD staff finished up a successful project in partnership with the Village of Paw Paw. We worked with farmers on their land 
management and implemented many conservation practices that reduced approximately 569 tons of sediment per year from 
getting into local rivers and streams, which has a positive impact on the quality of Maple Lake. 
 

VBCD’s Watershed Coordinator, Erin Fuller, co-authored excellent new materials on Protecting Michigan’s Inland Lakes which 
will be a great resource and reference for local governments across Michigan.  
 

A new grant from the Michigan Department of Natural Resources was awarded to the VBCD to start a Cooperative Invasive    
Species Management Area (CISMA) for Berrien, Cass and Van Buren County. This allowed the VBCD  to hire Nor Serocki as the 
CISMA Coordinator and leader of this Southwest X Southwest Corner CISMA. 
 

The Department of Environmental Quality awarded the VBCD a new 319 Clean Water Act Grant that will focus on reducing     
runoff and sources of E.coli in Pine and Mill Creeks in the Paw Paw River Watershed. The program will work with agricultural  
producers to reduce runoff and private homeowners to resolve potential septic system issues.   
 

Last, and certainly not least, we are grateful for our community for supporting the VBCD millage that will ensure our work for  
the protection of our local natural resources. We are proud our residents have placed such a high value on environmental needs. 
 

Thank you to our board, staff, volunteers, and residents for continued support and your care for natural resources in Van Buren 
County. 
 

AJ Brucks, Executive Director 



REVENUES  

  Federal Grants  $    21,989 

  State Grants  $    83,466  

  Local Contributions & Grants  $  161,497  

  Charges for Services  $    29,191  

  Interest & Rentals  $    15,968  

  Other Revenues  $    55,131  

  Tree Sales  $    17,514  

  Total Revenue & Other Sources  $  384,756  

EXPENDITURES  

  281 Operations  $    165,463  

  280 Resource Recovery  $      17,432  

  282 MAEAP  $      68,056 

  289 HAP  $           169 

  288 Paw Paw Village  $    137,297  

  291.1 Model Lake Ordinance  $      14,821 

  292 Kalamazoo River Basin Commission  $        6,360  

  293 CISMA—Invasive Species  $      11,699  

  294 Reforestation  $      12,312       

  297 MiCorp Stream Monitoring  $        6,617  

  298 Pine & Mill Creek  $        7,168 

     

  Total Expenditures & Other Uses  $     447,394  

  Net Revenues (Expenditures)  $     (62,638) 

  Beginning Fund Balance  $     436,022  

  Ending Fund Balance  $     373,384  

 

Board Of Directors 
Bryan Cronenwett, Chair; Paulette Rybarski, Member;         

Jan Petersen, Secretary; Mike Rainey, Vice Chair;  
Carl Druskovich, Treasurer          

 

VBCD Financials for 2016 
 Kim Sinclair, Administrator 

Supporting Agencies and Organizations: 

Staff  
Kyle Mead, MAEAP Technician; AJ Brucks, Executive Director;  
Matt Meersman, Watershed Coordinator; Nor Serocki, CISMA 
Coordinator; Erin Fuller, Watershed Coordinator; Kim Sinclair, 
Administrator; and Colleen Forestieri, Conservation Technician *Non-audited year 
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Congratulations to the new 
MAEAP Verified farms! 

The goal of the MAEAP Program is to offer free, confidential, and non-regulatory farm assessments that assist farmers in 
complying with state and federal laws and Michigan Right to Farm Guidelines. Farm*A*Systs are assessments that evaluate 
practices done at the Farm/Homestead such as fertilizer storage, fuel storage, pesticide storage and well isolation. A 
Crop*A*Syst works the same as a Farm*A*Syst, in that there are assessment questions pertaining to specific practices, but 
additionally the Crop*A*Syst covers practices in the field such as pesticide, fertilizer and irrigation utilization, and 
recordkeeping. The program works as a “second set of eyes” on the overall production of the farm. Technicians like Kyle can 
pinpoint potential issues on the farm that, when changed, will protect the environment and can reduce input costs. 
 

 Farm*A*Systs completed in FY 2016 –  32 
 Crop*A*Systs completed in FY 2016 –  5 
 Orchard*A*Systs completed in FY 2016 –  22 
 Livestock*A*Systs completed in FY 2016 –  2 
 

Practices found with the potential to cause adverse environmental impacts are logged in the Farm*A*Syst or Crop*A*Syst as 
a “to-do list” for the producer and MAEAP Technicians to complete. When a potential impact is reduced, it is known as a 
“Risk Reduction”. Risk Reductions can be the closing of an unused well, pouring a concrete pad for the transfer of fuels, or 
erecting a building designed specifically for fertilizer and pesticide storage. 
 

 Risk Reductions completed in FY 2016 –  151 
 

Once a farm has completed a Farm*A*Syst or a Crop*A*Syst, and evaluated and reduced all risks on their farm, they can then 
become MAEAP Verified by MDARD (Michigan Department of Agriculture and Rural Development). A MAEAP Verification is 
recognition from the State that all practices, procedures, and operations done on the farm are environmentally sound 
according to Michigan’s Generally Accepted Agricultural Practices (GAAMPS). Producers obtaining this Verification may 
choose to post a sign at their farm site to let friends, neighbors, and customers know that environmental stewardship is 
important to the farm owners and operators. A MAEAP Verification also comes with marketing opportunities as well as legal 
protections for MAEAP Farmers that maintain MAEAP Standards. 
 
 MAEAP Verifications completed in FY 2016 –  29   

 Farmstead System Verifications – 11 
 Cropping System Verifications –  15 
 Livestock System Verifications – 3 

 
 

 

Michigan Agriculture Environmental Assurance Program 
Kyle Mead, MAEAP Technician 
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Project Area—South Branch of the Paw Paw River Watershed 

 

South Branch Runoff Reduction Program 
Colleen Forestieri, Erin Fuller and Matt Meersman  

In 2013 the Van Buren Conservation District 
began work as a subcontractor on a 3-year grant 
from the Michigan Department of Environmental 
Quality through the U.S. EPA Federal Clean 
Water Act. The grant supports activities to 
improve water quality in the South Branch of the 
Paw Paw River and builds off the Paw Paw River 
Watershed Management plan. Since the project 
began, highlights include: 

 Hosting eight outreach events (conferences, 
workshops & field days) 

 Distributing cost-share payments to thirteen 
farmers who installed new best 
management practices 

Project (2014-2016) Totals 

Partners involved 
 Village of Paw Paw 
 Southwest Michigan Planning Commission 
 Van Buren County Drain Commissioner  
 Two Rivers Coalition  
 Michigan Dept. of Environmental Quality 
 Landowners 

Sediment Reduction 569 tons/yr. 

Phosphorus Reduction 668 lbs./yr. 

Nitrogen Reduction 1,383 lbs./yr. 

Total acres - cover crops 2,291 acres 

Total acres - mulch till 382 acres 

Total acres - no-till 690 acres 

Above: Outreach area 
Below: Conservation Technician Colleen Forestieri with several growers who 
participated in the project. A billboard was put on I-94 to promote the 
project and the growers.  



Each year, the Conservation District works directly with the USDA - Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) to 
recruit agricultural producers for the Federal Farm Bill programs such as the Environmental Quality Incentives Program 
(EQIP), the Conservation Reserve Program (CRP), Conservation Stewardship Program (CSP), Wildlife Habitat Incentives 
Program (WHIP) and the new Regional Conservation Partnership Program (RCPP) that funds projects specifically in the 
St. Joseph River Watershed which covers much of our County. These programs not only offer valuable technical 
assistance to Van Buren County farmers and landowners, helping them become better stewards of the land, but also 
contribute to the local economy by bringing in federal dollars to fund conservation practices. This money has a direct 
impact on the success of local farms, businesses and contractors.  
 

The Environmental Quality Incentives Program (EQIP) is by far the most utilized farm bill program in Van Buren County.  
Over the past ten years over 10 million dollars of federal funding has been allocated to Van Buren County landowners 
through the EQIP program alone.  
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Some of the more common practices funded 
through the EQIP program include (but are not 
limited to): 
 Irrigation Water Management 
 Pest and Nutrient Management 
 Agrichemical Containment Facilities 
 Cover Crops 
 Heavy Use Area Protection 
 Prescribed Grazing 
 Grade Stabilization Structures 
 Windbreak/Shelterbelt Establishment 
 Invasive Species Control/Removal 

Conservation Partnership 
Federal Farm Bill Program Information 

Practices that can be funded through the RCPP program 
over the next two years include (but not limited to):  
 Cover Crops 
 Conservation Cover 
 Critical Area Planting 
 Field Borders 
 Grassed Waterway 
 Nutrient Management 
 Prescribed Grazing 
 Residue and Tillage Management 
 Riparian Forest Buffer 
 Stream Crossings 
 Stream Habitat Improvement and Management 
 Streambank and Shoreline Protection 
 Integrated Pest Management Plans 
 Irrigation Water Management Plans  
 Fish and Wildlife Habitat Management Plan 



VBC Local Food & Farms 
The Van Buren  County Local Food and Farm 
Guide is getting better every year. This year 
the VBCD was able to recruit additional farms 
and distributed more than 7,000 Local Food 
and Farm Guides in 2016. These reached the 
hands of many  of our county residents and 
visitors, which increases  business at our local 
farms and encourages folks to have healthy, 
fresh, and local foods in their homes. 

Brillion Seeder 

18 farmers and 890 acres later, the 
Brillion Seeder has traveled all over 
our county.   

The 4’ Truax No-Till drill planted   
over 200 acres of land in our beautiful 
grape vineyards and orchards. 

15’ No Till Drill 

14 farmers and 1,000 acres later, the 
No Till Drill planted hundreds of 
pounds of cover crop seed, helping 
hold soil on the land and improving 
soil health.  

 

Promoting and Protecting Our Natural Resources 
Agricultural Conservation Education 
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No Till Drill 

Cover Crop Co-Op 
Over 3,500 acres of cover crops were planted via airplane 
this year by Nick’s Flying Service out of Indiana. Seed was 
dispersed before the crop was harvested which allows a  
cover of annual rye grass into the spring. This was the fourth 
year of the Co-Op, and it will be available again next year.   

Annual Meeting-Summer Farm Day and Picnic 
Summer rain doesn't slow us down!  It stopped down pouring moments before the Annual 
Meeting started; luckily Vineyard 354 of Lawton has a beautiful indoor facility that kept us 
dry while enjoying family and friends in celebration of all of the VBCD’s accomplishments.  
The VBCD was able to showcase this MAEAP verified farm, allow staff to discuss their many 
programs and projects that are happening all over the County, introduce the Board of   
Directors, and present well deserved awards to our Farm of the Year and Conservationist 
of the Year.  The food was great and the company was even better. The VBCD looks        
forward to this fun and successful evening every year!  

Fall Farm Field Day 
Almost 100 agricultural producers came together at the Van Buren Conservation District’s 

annual “Fall Farm Field Day” on September 14th  to learn about soil health, no-till practices, 

cover crop management and how to respond to chemical spills on the farm. The field day 

was held on Louis Buiskool’s farm and highlighted recent management changes, including 

no-till and cover crops, which have been incorporated on the farm.  Louis is in year three 

of his soil health journey. He started to no-till and plant cover crops to reduce erosion and 

make his farm more profitable. He jumped in with both feet, making these management 

changes on all of his acres. We can all learn a lot from a grower like Louis, who is willing to 

open up his farm and discuss the good, the bad and the ugly of making management 

changes on the farm. 

Left: Hemenway Farms 

of Decatur was presented 

with the Farm of the Year 

Award.   

Right: Cathy Brockington 

of Saugatuck was pre-

sented with Conserva-

tionist of the Year Award. 



In 2016, VBCD completed work on a 3-year, $60,000 grant from the Michigan Department of Environmental Quality to 
develop model ordinances for inland lake protection statewide. 
 

Activities included: 
 Developing model ordinances that are protective of inland lakes at the local government level 
 Developing a free guidebook entitled “Protecting Michigan’s Inland Lakes: a Guide for Local Governments” 
 Creating a “toolkit” for communities to support ordinances (educational materials, tips for enforcement, etc.) 

entitled “Protecting Michigan’s Inland Lakes: a Toolkit for Local Governments” 
 Developing an online training for local government officials 
 Holding 4 workshops around the state on local inland lake protection options for local government officials  
 

We also support the activities of the Michigan Natural Shoreline Partnership, assisting with field days and workshops to 
train contractors, landowners, and other natural resource professionals. 
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Michigan Inland Lakes Project 
Erin Fuller, Watershed Coordinator 



This year the Van Buren Conservation District received new funding from the Michigan        
Department of Natural Resources’ Invasive Species Grant Program to create the Southwest by 
Southwest Corner Cooperative Invasive Species Management Program, or the SW X SW           
Corner CISMA. The CISMA is a group of partners and volunteers  working to map, monitor, 
and treat invasive species in Berrien, Cass, and Van Buren counties while educating the public 
about species identification and management. In this first year, the CISMA has:  
 Created a working group to define goals and leverage resources 
 Hosted a symposium on Japanese Knotweed in St. Joe with over 120 participants 
 Purchased a Japanese Knotweed injector to make treatment easier for private landowners 
 Presented on focal invasive species to local groups 
 Hired a CISMA coordinator to manage the project and continue outreach 
 Worked with volunteers to monitor and track invasive via MISIN 
 

The Japanese          
Knotweed                      
Symposium was 
well attended, 
teaching over 120 
people how to 
manage invasive 
knotweed 

What Is  A CISMA? 
CISMAs have been forming throughout the state to respond to new threats 
to Michigan’s native ecosystems. Research has shown that larger, landscape 
scale working groups can better address the threats of invasive species, 
especially since these plants and animals can spread quickly without respect 
for property lines. The CISMA is able to work together with groups of 
landowners to create uniform management to work towards invasive 
species eradication.  

This summer the CISMA 
hosted two boat washing  
events to help anglers and 
boaters limit the spread of 
aquatic invasives  

 Phragmites 
 Japanese knotweed 
 Flowering rush 
 Black & Pale Swallowwort 

 European Frogbit 
 Asian long-horned beetle 
 Chinese Yam 
 Giant knotweed 
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For photos, descriptions and treatment methods visit the VBCD’s website.  

Invasive species current watch list 

Southwest X Southwest Corner CISMA 
Eleanor Serocki, CISMA Coordinator 
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River Rescue 
 River Rescue continues efforts from the past six years in both 
the Paw Paw and Black River Watersheds.   
 

This one day event, held the first Saturday in August, creates 
awareness to properly recycle and dispose of trash and makes  
a huge impact on the discarded garbage in and along our local 
rivers, creeks and streams.  

 

Volunteer Steam Monitoring Program, River Rescue,  
and Road Stream Crossing Culvert Inventory  

Volunteer Stream Monitoring Program 
Insect Collection & Identification 

This program continues to grow with new “citizen scientists” 
joining this hands-on experience. Macroinvertebrates (insects 
we can see) are collected in and alongside waterbodies and as 
indicators of water quality. The more variety and quantity of 
insects you find the better - in most cases.   
 

 Two Events (May and October)  
 Around 25-30 volunteer at each event 
 12-15 different sites were designated to be monitored 
 Numerous insects were collected, identified, and reported 

to the State’s database  
 

This great educational program gets volunteers out to help   
do scientific research that will improve water quality and the       
environment in Van Buren County well into the future.  
 

Data collected can be found at: 
https://micorps.net/about-data-exchange 

2016 Event Since 2010  

14 290 Volunteers: 

4 miles 122 miles 
Miles of Water 

Cleaned Up: 

1,235 lbs. 77,295 lbs.  
Amount of 

Trash: 

Tires Collected: 4 tires 4,804 tires 

Paw Paw River Watershed  
Road/Stream Crossing Inventory 

The VBCD partnered with the Van Buren County Road Commission and Southwest 
Michigan Planning Commission on a grant from Great Lakes Commission’s MiCorps 
program. This grant helped fund the development of a volunteer inventory                
process for road/stream crossings in the Paw Paw River Watershed utilizing the 
Great Lakes protocol and RoadSoft database. Volunteers collect data evaluating 
bridges and culverts to prioritize them for replacement and repair and reduce    
sedimentation in our waterways. Additionally, educational efforts and project   
promotion informed municipal officials, road agencies, conservation districts and  
the general public in southwest Michigan about sediment being a priority pollutant 
and the impacts of road/stream crossings. 
 

 VBC Road Commission hired a summer intern to partner with volunteers 
 2 trainings where 19 partners and volunteers were properly trained 
 317 bridges and culverts were evaluated and inventoried out of 635 mapped   

in Van Buren County (49.9%) 
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Electronic Recycling  
The Community Thrift Shop in Paw Paw and 
Green Earth Recycling has partnered with us 
again to offer year round E-waste recycling. This 
has become a great success for Van Buren    
County as thousands of pounds of electronics 
were recycled this year right here in Paw Paw. 
This collection site offers residents a convenient 
way to recycle unwanted electronics and                 
appliances (anything with a cord). All items                 
collected are recycled properly and the waste is 
diverted from landfills.  

Household Hazardous Waste Collection 
The Resource Recovery Program is growing in Van Buren County. Two Household Hazardous Waste Collections were held in 
2016; one in Paw Paw and the other in South Haven. Many townships, villages and cities supported their residents by pledging 
funds to help recycle collected materials. Residents from almost all municipalities participated by bringing household hazards 
to the collection. Almost 10,000 pounds of hazardous waste was collected and properly recycled. This year the latex paint     
collection was booming and we expect this collection to continue to grow. EPaint recyclers joined us from Battle Creek and  
collected any color and size of latex paint for $1 per can.  

Partnership with                  
Southwest Michigan Solid 
Waste Consortium 
Van Buren County and Van Buren 
Conservation District are partners 
of the Southwest  Michigan Solid 
Waste Consortium. The year the 
Southwest Michigan Solid Waste 
Consortium received the Award of 
Program Excellence by the                  
Michigan Recycling Coalition for 
programs. For the past five years 

the Consortium has been awarded a Scrap Tire                
Recycling Grant from the State of Michigan and with a 
group collaboration over 74 semi-trailers loads of                
passenger tires have been collected. Van Buren County 
hosted three tire collections throughout this year and 
each event filled an entire semi. Tires can pose serious 
environmental issues including attracting unwanted 
insects, polluting soil and water, and posing a potential 
fire hazard.    

Clean Sweep Recycling 
The Clean Sweep Program allows farmers, gardeners and residents 
that have unused, unwanted and outdated pesticides, herbicides,  
insecticides and fungicides to be properly recycled for free. The               
funding is in partnership with the Michigan Department of Agriculture 
and Rural Development and Berrien County Environmental/Parks               
Department.    

The Southwest Michigan Solid 
Waste Consortium meets the 
third Wednesday of the month,           
bi-monthly at 7pm in Paw Paw.    
For more information visit 
www.swmswc.com. 

 

Van Buren County 
Resource Recovery/Recycling Program 



Van Buren Conservation District                   2016 Annual Report Page  11 of 11 

THANK 

YOU            

to volunteers 

that helped 

prepare            

thousands of 

tree seedlings 

and native 

plants for our 

sale.   

Native Plant Sale in May 
Beautiful native plants were available from 
Hidden Savanna Nursery. Almost 700 native 
plants found their way home to Van Buren 
County yards.  Natives can be used in any 
landscaping situation, from your yard to 
woodlots, shorelines to rain gardens.      
Native wildflowers are different shapes, 
sizes, heights and colors. You can find ones 
that are fit for sun, shade and for any soil 
type. 

Tree Seedling Sale in April  
Over 17,000 trees and shrubs were sold to be 
used in projects such as: windbreaks, wildlife 
plantings, reforestation, stream stabilizations, 
landscaping and beautification. Trees benefit 
all of us from the air we breathe to the shade 
we sit in!  The Tree Seedling Sale is the 
VBCD’s biggest fundraiser and helps fund 
programming and education throughout Van 
Buren County. 

 

Van Buren Conservation District 
Foundation 

The Van Buren Conservation District Foundation 
serves to support the Van Buren Conservation      
District and all people in the promotion of effective 
conservation practices to protect and preserve our 
natural resources, human health, and the                
environment.   
 

This year the Foundation had their second, now    
annual, Melon Palooza Fundraiser at the Lawrence 
Farmers’ Market. Board members joined to help 
Druskovich Farms sell watermelons. Sales for the 
melons benefits the conservation programs and          
projects supported by the Foundation.   
The Foundation meets bi-monthly, the last              
Wednesday of each month, at the VBCD office.  

2nd Annual Farmers’  Market Melon Palooza   

 

Tree Seedling Sale 
 and Native Plant Sale 



Van Buren Conservation District 
1035 E. Michigan Ave. 

Paw Paw, MI 49079 
269-657-4030x5 

www.VanBurenCD.org 
www.facebook.com/VanBurenCD 


