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Pigeon River Habitat Initiative

The Pigeon River Country State Forest is the largest 
tract of contiguous undeveloped land in Lower Michi-
gan. Located in the heart of the Conservancy’s service 

area, it is home to many types of wildlife, including the state’s 
only elk herd, and 3 of Michigan’s finest trout streams: the 
Pigeon, Sturgeon, and Black rivers. Cherished by residents, 
visitors, and businesses alike, it is truly one of the finest  
examples of what northern Michigan has to offer. 

Private lands surround the Pigeon River Country State  
Forest.  As these lands, and ultimately the wildlife within  
them, become fragmented from increased development the 
need arises to preserve the natural integrity of these precious 
places.

The Pigeon River Habitat Initiative was 
formed in 2001 as a partnership of  
private citizens, state and federal agen-
cies, and non-profit organizations all 
with an interest in preserving the natural  
integrity of the Pigeon River Coun-
try.  However, in response to increasing  
development pressure within the region, 
the partnership recognized the need to 
proactively expand its work to have the 
greatest possible impact.   

In December 2008, together with  
project partners, HeadWaters Land 
Conservancy examined previous ef-
forts for the ability to meet the ris-
ing threat, determined the parcels 
at greatest risk, helped to establish 

a 4 year operating budget, and identified the project ar-
eas where partners could effectively increase its objec-
tives; land use planning, landowner stewardship, land  
protection, and sustainability.

The goal of the Pigeon River Habitat Initiative is to work 
with private landowners and local units of governments 
bordering on or near the Pigeon River Country State Forest 
to conserve the integrity of these large natural lands, vital  
for wildlife to thrive. The benefit of the Pigeon River  
Habitat Initiative is that it offers an array of conservation  
options for landowners and local governments. For  
example, while partner groups write and implement for-
est stewardship plans, or install native wildlife plantings, 

HeadWaters Land Conservancy can  
permanently protect threatened par-
cels, or help place important lands in  
public trust.

It is the Conservancy’s goal to protect 
over 6,000 acres of land within the  
Pigeon River Habitat by the end of 2012.  
Furthermore, HeadWaters Land Con-
servancy plans to increase community 
awareness through presentations and 
landowner education, strengthen part-
nerships, and implement a stronger, 
more aggressive, project model to be 
utilized in future endeavors.  For more 
information on how you can become in-
volved, please contact Gina Render or 
John Frye at (989) 731-0573.
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HEADWATERS LAND CONSERVANCY

When  I envision  
what  the land-

scape of northern Michigan-
may look like in 50 years, 
I can’t help but wonder 
“how much impact can one  
land trust really have on  
that picture?”  

Even as a child, I understood 
that when visiting northern 
Michigan, I was in the pres-
ence of something wonder-
ful, something important, 
something bigger than my-
self.  Spending most week-
ends at our family cabin in 
Hawks, I remember wait-
ing with anticipation for the 
deer to amble into the field 
at dusk, or strolling through 
the woods with my father as 
the sun began to rise.  I still 
recall the endless games of 
hide-and-seek, searching 
for toads and rabbits, hunt-
ing or fishing with my Dad, 
or simply laying in the tall 
grass watching the sunlight 
dip behind clouds.  

All of us share similar mem-
ories, share a vital connec-
tion to this region, share 
the inherent knowledge that  
losing such incredible plac-
es would ultimately mean  

losing a piece of ourselves, our past, and our future.

As the Executive Director of HeadWaters Land Conser-
vancy, it is this commitment to protect the natural integ-
rity of our beloved rivers and lands, and the conviction 
that the future of this region depends upon the strength 
and sustainability of those charged to defend it, that 
drive me as I lead this organization forward.  

I am proud to report that HeadWaters Land Conservancy 

has successfully preserved over 7,500 acres of land to 
date, including over 24 miles of water frontage.  

Looking ahead for this year, the Conservancy anticipates 
the protection of eight exceptional properties, critical to 
the protection of northern Michigan’s natural resourc-
es and pristine rivers and forests, totaling nearly 2,000 
acres and 8 miles of river frontage! These magnificent 
natural lands are comprised of 408 acres along the  
AuSable River, 320 acres along the AuGres River, 
398 acres along the Pigeon River, 627 acres along  
the Thunder Bay River, and 230 acres along the  
Muskegon River.  

But as the Conservancy continues to preserve land at 
such a significant rate, the vital need for sustainability 
increases.  After all, as the only land trust protecting this 
region  (which encompasses the largest, natural lands 
left in Lower Michigan) we MUST be able to rise to the 
challenge.  With so much at stake, failure is simply not 
an option.

In response, HeadWaters Land Conservancy has recog-
nized the need to intensify our land protection efforts to 
become a stronger, more efficient organization. To meet 
the trials presented by an uncertain economy and in-
creasing development pressure, HeadWaters Land Con-
servancy instituted an intensive planning process this 
past January that resulted in a new strategic plan.
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Staff and board members examined our past land protec-
tion efforts to determine the ability for those initiatives 
to meet the needs of our region.  We have ascertained 
the significant areas within our region that face the great-
est threat. And we have established the personnel, facility 
and operating revenue changes required to achieve our 
land protection goals.  

We will strengthen HeadWaters by prioritizing our en-
deavors on the very rivers and lands which have drawn us 
to this extraordinary place. Our area of work, over 6,000 
square miles, is so vast that a focused effort is essential 
to our success.  

HeadWaters Land Conservancy is now in a position to 
move forward, more determined and more capable than 
ever before. But we cannot do it alone.  We ask for your 
continued support and pledge that together with you, our 
supporters, HeadWaters will have the greatest possible 

impact on the future landscape of northeast Michigan.  
To encourage your support, the J.A. Woollam Foundation 
has offered HeadWaters a $50,000 challenge grant!  This 
means that every donation will be matched $1 for $1.  

With your help HeadWaters Land Conservancy will con-
tinue serving people – those here today, who appreciate 
these lands and have the foresight to preserve such spe-
cial places – and those of future generations, who will ben-
efit from our endeavors.  As we seek to improve and ex-
pand our efforts, our basic goal remains ever-constant…
to protect the natural beauty and integrity of northeast 
Michigan’s lands and rivers.  

So, how much impact can one land trust really have on 
the future of northern Michigan?  You and I already know 
the answer to this question, as it always remains the 
same… That depends on each and every one of us.

Gina Render
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As is the tradition with being a new employee, 
I have the opportunity to formally introduce 
myself to our supporters.  Well, I’d like to begin 

by offering a glimpse into my personal history, and allow 
you to learn more about what I actually represent. 

I was raised in Hillman, Michigan.  The son of a logger 
and a farmer’s daughter, I grew up camping, fishing, 
hunting, playing baseball, and occasionally throwing hay 
bails for my grandpa.  My life was essentially oriented to 
anything outdoors, and still is today.   I have a degree 
in Forestry, hand plant over 500 trees each year and 
cut fire-wood for the winter, but believe in protecting 
prime trees from harvest just to enjoy their sheer size 
and grandeur.  I still camp and hunt, but no longer play 
baseball, I ride bikes and snowshoe, but fortunately no 
longer throw hay bails.  My wife and I own two dogs, live 
in the woods, and try to be outdoors every day to run, 
hike, take pictures of critters, or just relax.  

OK, enough about me, on to our Volunteers.  I have 
quickly learned over the last two years that a land trust 
can only function and survive through the generosity of 
its volunteers and supporters.  Our service area exceeds 
four million acres, and is impossible for one person to 
cover.   For example, each year HeadWaters has to monitor 
and inspect over 7,500 acres of property on 66 different 
conservation easements looking for any violations, and 
with a projected growth rate of 10 percent, you can 
see how consuming this can be.  This simple task of 
monitoring would consume at least two full months of 

time for one person, time taken away from doing new 

conservation easements or 
meetings with potential land 
donors.  Volunteers share 
this task of monitoring,  
just like countless other 
tasks they assume, giving 
our small staff time to 
devote to other important 
issues.

Our group of board 
members and volunteers humble me every day.  In total, 
we have over 300 years of experience in legal, finance  
 and corporate management, and over 150 years of 
natural resource experience.  This working knowledge 
base of volunteers does not cost HeadWaters one 
penny, and always they take the lead for every 
fundraising campaign we have.  Before I began my work 
at HeadWaters, I honestly had no idea that “Retired” 
people actually don’t retire, but give their heart and soul 
to matters they truly believe in.  The most amazing point 
of all is that these volunteers do all this work without 
ever punching a clock, and generally end up donating 
funds to get to play along.

So, when I have the chance to meet you in the future, 
you can trust you are working with someone who 
truly has the future of Michigan in his heart, but more 
importantly you will know that any decision I make has 
been thoroughly considered and reviewed by an amazing 
group of volunteers.
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GAHAGAN PRESERVE AND 
HEADWATERS MAKE AN IMPACT

Marguerite Gahagan Nature Preserve (GNP) estab-
lished a conservation easement with Headwaters 
Land Conservancy in 2004.  Unlike other projects 

of Headwaters, the preserve’s land is public, making this a 
unique relationship.  Operations at Gahagan are managed by 
a non-profit organization.  Having the conservation easement 
on the publicly held land protects the preserve from future 
political land-use decisions.  With the land protected, GNP 
can focus on its other major mission, outdoor education.

Marguerite Gahagan was an early Michigan conservation 
journalist who founded The North Woods Call in 1953.  In 
1959, Marguerite purchased ten wooded acres in Roscom-
mon and moved herself and The Call to the site of today’s 
Gahagan Preserve.  She was known as a hard-driving re-
porter who made weekly visits gathering the latest news from 
field stations of what was then the Michigan Conservation 
Department.  The view from her cabin inspired her regular 
column “Pine Whispers” which chronicled the daily events of 
her woodland sanctuary.

When Marguerite passed in 1997, she gifted her ten-acre 
property and the cabin home as a nature preserve.  The 
property consists of mature pine forests, cedar swamps and 
the beginnings of Tank Creek, which feeds into the South 
Branch of the Au Sable River.  The preserve is affiliated with 

the Roscommon Metropolitan Recreation Authority and in-
cludes fifty additional acres, which were acquired later.

The principal mission of the GNP is to encourage aware-
ness of the need and value of protecting natural habitats 
and wildlife.  Towards that goal the preserve provides envi-
ronmental education to surrounding school districts.  Each 
year, around 70 classes of K-7 students visit the preserve 
on field trips.  The preserve also conducts a visiting natural-
ist program reaching more than 4,800 area students.  By 
working with parents in the Environmental Learning for the 
Future program (ELF), an additional 1,200 student contact 
hours in environmental education are provided.  The GNP 
Board spearheaded the recent development of the Upper Au 
Sable River Water Quality Monitoring Project.  It works with 
Boy Scouts by providing a place where Eagle Scout candi-
dates can demonstrate leadership skills while also accom-
plishing improvements to enhance the facility.  The preserve 
is currently engaged in a long-term study of deer browsing 
impacts and provides opportunity for visits to view the study 
first hand.

Walk the trails, listen to the birds and watch the water gather 
in the cedars as it begins its journey to Lake Huron.  Reach 
GNP from the I-75 Business Loop just south of Roscommon.  
Look for the sign at the industrial park by Roscommon Man-
ufacturing (South Street).  Travel west about one-half mile 
and look for the Headwaters Land Conservancy sign on 
your right.
Google: Gahagan Nature Preserve.  Phone 989 275-3217
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SAVING OUR RIVERS

In an effort to support land protection within the AuSable 
River watershed, the Great Lakes Fishery Trust has donat-
ed the proceeds from a recent property sale to HeadWaters 

Land Conservancy. Prior to the sale of the property this past  
February, the Conservancy was able to successfully protect 
the land, ensuring that its critical resources and natural 
beauty remain intact even after the sale of the property.

The $110,000 grant from the GLFT will enable the Conser-
vancy to continue protecting the AuSable River Watershed.  
Over the course of the next three years, HeadWaters will  
educate landowners, negotiate and acquire conservation 
easements, and steward those properties already protected.  

Since its inception in 2006, the heart of the AuSable River 
Watershed Program has been the protection of a very special 
river.  This world-renowned gem is a vital resource to north-
ern Michigan, serving as the largest watershed supplying 
fresh water to Lake Huron. 

Thanks to the generosity of our supporters, the Conser-
vancy has already preserved nineteen properties along the  
AuSable River, totaling nearly 5 miles of river frontage.   
However staff have identified 15 additional priority lands 
within the watershed whose protection are critical to the 
long term preservation of the river, comprising thousands of 
acres and an additional 6 miles of frontage! The goal of the  
program is to preserve over 10 miles of this important river by 
2011, allowing the river to remain natural and wild for future  
generations to enjoy.
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The Beginning – A Need Fulfilled 

Joe Kutkuhn, Upper Manistee River Association

As the ranks of newcomers to northern Lower 
Michigan’s land-preservation scene continue to 
multiply, more and more are asking me as a surviving 

founder and its first chair about the origin and birth of the 
HeadWaters Land Conservancy. Indeed, scant detail 
and some misinformation point to an undeniable gap in 
the public record of Conservancy genesis. Accordingly, our 
executive director has invited me to recap the organization’s 
early history. I’m pleased to do so even though handicapped 
somewhat by sketchy notes, misplaced documents and 
increasingly hazy recall. 

It all began 15 years ago in early August 1993 with phone 
calls to an unknown number of potentially interested 
parties—almost exclusively representatives of regional 
conservation groups—by Diane Rekowski of the Northeast 
Michigan Council of Governments (NEMCOG): Would we 
like to informally get together to explore the feasibility of 
organizing and instituting a land conservancy that would 
service northeast Lower Michigan? To Diane, matching in 
kind what the Little Traverse and Grand Traverse Regional 
Land Conservancies already represented in northwest Lower 
Michigan made eminent sense. Now all of northern Lower 
Michigan—resource- and scenic-rich but development-
threatened—would be covered by dedicated groups ready to 
facilitate land-protection options for private, stewardship-
oriented landowners. For her subsequent tenacity and 
follow-up assistance in pursuit of this vision, Diane deserves 
enormous credit.

The relatively few respondents to her invitation met at the 
NEMCOG office in Gaylord on August 17, 1993. It was at this 
meeting that she first elaborated on the conservancy concept 
and rationale, obviously motivated by the widely recognized 
need for an expanded focus on land protection in the Lower 
Peninsula’s northeast sector. And it was at this meeting, 
in response to Diane’s post-argument question about our 
sentiments on this weighty issue, that what we support 
today as a major land-protection player was conceived. Let 
me also recount—contrary to what some may have been led 
to believe—that citizen volunteers alone, as opposed to any 
on-the-job agency or agency-affiliated individuals, made the 
decision and commitment to implement it. Support for this 
momentous move was unanimous among fellow attendees 
though not all were in a position at the time to participate 
in its development. The several who were included Rob 
Morley of the Higgins Lake Property Owners Association, 
Jim Williams, a semi-retired planning consultant and 
myself, a retired natural resources professional. I agreed 
to serve as acting chair and Rob as fund-raising facilitator; 
Diane offered to continue ad interim as secretary during the 
fledgling organization’s start-up phase. We also concurred 

quickly on its name: HeadWaters 
Land Conservancy, for reasons 
dictated by the region’s outstanding 
and renowned riparian features.

Then followed three months’ 
germination during which our new creation’s service area 
was circumscribed, its purpose and mission defined, its 
administration formatted, its likely funding prospects 
identified, its day-to-day operations planned, its operating 
capital solicited and its membership growth promoted—
mainly by word of mouth, mailings and strategic PSAs. 
Three meetings in this period, each open to any and all 
conservation-minded citizens, accommodated information 
exchange, review of work in progress, approval of necessary 
documentation (mission statement, articles of incorporation, 
by-laws, etc.) and, in general, refinement of funding and 
recruitment strategy. Leaders of the Little Traverse and 
Grand Traverse Conservancies generously provided very 
helpful counsel and material at many points along the way. 
But we still lacked legal status. 

That objective was soon fulfilled at a follow-up public meeting 
in Mio on December 2, 1993, truly a red-letter day for the 
Conservancy. Counseled and encouraged by attorney Dave 
Werth of Alpena, the 18-strong body in attendance declared 
itself as a whole the HeadWaters Land Conservancy, 
its individuals as provisional directors of the board. The 
board immediately reviewed and approved for filing our 
articles of incorporation (AIC) prepared in advance by Dave, 
suggested some changes in the proposed by-laws (also 
drafted beforehand by me) and accepted the offer of board 
member Marc Richards to draft for review (by Dave before 
filing) the paperwork required for acquisition of 501(c)(3) 
standing as a qualified conservation organization under the 
federal tax code. The board by consensus further directed 
that I, together with directors Rob Morley and Jim Williams, 
be the signatories of these instituting documents. The board 
went on to formally affirm me as its chair Rob Morley as 
co-chair, Henry Waterkamp as secretary and Tom Edison 
as treasurer. It further created Nominating, Fund-Raising 
and Membership Committees (others followed later), chaired 
respectively by Edison, Morley and (temporarily) Rekowski, 
and laid the groundwork for a Conservancy strategic plan. 

At its next two meetings in Lewiston on January 20 and 
March 10, 1994, the newly constituted Conservancy board 
presided over signature of the AIC and by-laws, advanced 
attainment of the organization’s tax-exempt certification 
(received a few months later) and welcomed an announcement 
by Dan Sikarskie that the Huron Pines RC&D Area Council 
in Grayling had agreed to provide ad hoc fiduciary services.

Finally, we were in business with status! Although it seemed 
at the time to have been painfully slow, this volunteer-driven 
process of going from seed to fruition, from concept to reality, 
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actually unfolded with surprising alacrity in little more than 
six months. A much greater challenge, however, now lay 
before us: How most effectively to enhance the Conservancy’s 
severely limited manpower and fiscal resources while applying 
the land-protection tools it fostered. 

The first five years of its formal existence witnessed lots 
of hard but rewarding work so directed by a loyal core of 
dedicated stewards. Though still falling short of securing 
long-sought funding to support a paid professional staff, the 
Conservancy board appealed for and did receive significant 
start-up contributions from several sources, most notably 
Anglers of the AuSable, ABTCo, the Higgins Lake Property 
Owners Association and the Higgins Lake and Morley 
Brothers Foundations; further, it followed through with 
developing and implementing its strategic plan; it prepared 
and circulated promotional material including a brochure, 
information pamphlets and quarterly bulletins; it saw 
membership grow modestly but steadily; it communicated 
regularly with the media on Conservancy activity and 
progress; focusing on its most powerful tool, the conservation 
easement, it made numerous presentations to interested 
parties, mostly like-minded and property-owner groups; 
it welcomed its first executive director in January 1996, 
retaining Fred Gottschalk, a near-retirement resource 

professional; it solicited and entertained many inquiries 
from property owners about land-preservation options; it 
assessed numerous parcels nominated for easement potential 
(some 43 as of July 1998); and it facilitated the preparation 
and donation of several easements, the first on its own in 
1996, the second in 1997 via transfer of a pre-Conservancy 
donation brokered by the Little Traverse Conservancy in the 
HeadWaters service area.

In summarizing here only a small part of their collective 
monumental effort, let me re-emphasize that volunteers 
performed all Conservancy-development work in these early 
years. They accordingly merit our profound and everlasting 
gratitude, as do their successors, for keeping the land 
conservancy movement in northeast Lower Michigan alive 
and well.

Note: I’m grateful to Henry Waterkamp for his help in  
ensuring the accuracy of this information. Fault me for 
inadvertent errors. 

– JHK

New Federal Law Gives More Appropriate 
Tax Benefit for Voluntary Conservation 
Agreements

Generous landowners who donate voluntary 

conservation easements, also known as conservation 

agreements, to HeadWaters Land Conservancy are 

inspired by many things: a love of Michigan‘s north woods, 

a feeling of connection with their lands, and a wish to leave 

a legacy for future generations to enjoy.  This inspiration 

is at the heart of our work to permanently protect valuable 

natural resources.  

Donating a conservation easement is a major financial 

decision, and the federal income tax deduction that comes 

from a donation helps make easements attractive to more 

landowners in our region.  Now that deduction is an even 

bigger incentive.

Congress passed a new Farm Bill which, in part, extends the 

tax benefits for protecting private land until the end of 2009.  

The legislation improves the tax incentive for conservation by 

allowing conservation easement donors to:

■ Deduct up to 50% of their adjusted gross income in  

 any year (up from 30%); 

■	 Deduct up to 100% of their adjusted gross income  

 if the majority of that income came from farming,  

 ranching or forestry; and 

■	 Carry this deduction forward for as many as 16  

 years (up from 6 years).   

Congress also passed tighter appraisal standards for such 

gifts and stronger penalties for appraisers who violate the 

standards.

The Land Trust Alliance led a coalition of more than 50 

groups urging Congress to approve this new law.  The 

Alliance is a national organization that sets national 

standards for conservation organizations like ours, provides 

training and networking opportunities, and represents the 

land trust community in Washington, DC.  HeadWaters Land 

Conservancy has been a member of the Alliance almost since 

our beginning.

Each day we are touched by the generous landowners who 

work with us.  The new law will make it easier for others 

in our community to build on their love of the land and 

permanently protect the beauty of northern Michigan.  

To learn more about these new developments, visit us on the 

web at www.headwatersconservancy.org or the Land Trust 

Alliance at www.LandTrustAlliance.org.



HEADWATERS LAND CONSERVANCY

Printed on Recycled Paper with Vegetable-Based Inks

HeadWaters Land Conservancy
110 South Elm Avenue
Gaylord, MI 49735
989-731-0573
www.headwatersconservancy.org
Email: land@headwatersconservancy.org

Recycle your newsletter 
– Pass it on!

More Ways You Can Support
Your HeadWaters Land Conservancy!

• Volunteer.  HeadWaters volunteers are 
 CRITICAL to our land protection initiatives.  

 To learn more about how you can help make  
 a difference in northeast Michigan, please  
 contact us at (989) 731-0573.

• Contribute.  Your support enables 
 HeadWaters to continue protecting the 
 beautiful places that draw you to this region.   
 We rely on your generosity to continue 
 such efforts. 

• Remember.  When you plan an estate gift to 
 HeadWaters, you join a very special group 
 of supporters who, with their legacy, have   
 committed to protecting Michigan’s lands   
 and waters. 

• Distribute.  Spread the word by sharing 
 extra newsletters with friends, family, or 
 local businesses.   (We’ll send them to you –  
 just ask!)

A Special Thanks To:

The J.A. Woolham Foundation for their generous 
grant of $109,000 to enable the Conservancy to 
continue preserving the precious lands of north-
east Michigan. Including a $1 to $1 challenge 
grant up to $50,000 for all donations received  
in 2009.

The Americana Foundation for their $15,000  
grant towards the AuSable River Watershed Project. 

The Great Lakes Fishery Trust for a $110,000 
grant towards the AuSable River Watershed  
Project.

DTE For a $5,000 contribution to further land 
protection in northeast Michigan.

Consumers Energy for a $5,000 contribution to 
continue conserving the lands and rivers that 
draw us to this region.


