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What was the reason you formed and how was the original organization structured?

Muskegon - Started as a grassroots initiative and needed to look at things from a watershed prospective. The currently have 4 officers, committee chairs, and a 7 member board.

Rouge - People recognized there was a need for public involvement, confusion on what were the problems in the watershed. The big problem in the watershed is stormwater issues. The group started working with the public to educate them. They currently have 15 board members.

Clinton - The council formed in 1972. The council formed because people didn’t want the Lower Clinton to look like Lower Rouge (concrete channel). The Army Corps of Engineers were trying to respond to flood problems in Mt. Clemens area so they wanted to channel a path out to Lake St. Clair. A group in upper watershed didn’t want this to happen. They united together in hopes that united voice would be better. Ten – fifteen communities signed on to this group at first. They formed traditional watershed council and acted as this for 20 years. In 1994 the group became a nonprofit and were able to take private dollars. This changed the council. The group now has representatives from each local government represented. The Council is supported totally by local government membership. Now the Council is focused on issue like stormwater issues, the scope of the council has expanded.

Pere Marquette - The council formed in 1972. The reason the organization formed was a threat to the tributaries. There was a trend during that time to dam lower end of the creeks and make a pond. The riparian owners realized this was not a good thing. This group put heat on legislature about this problem. The culmination of the Inland Lakes and Streams Act in mid 70’s got the organization going. The council acted as a watchdog of the resource. Since that time there have been different issues that the organization has been dealing with. There is no paid staff on the council. Dues and small grants support the work of the group. The council has 15 members (3-year terms), one officer, and an executive board. There are no government officials on board. The board consists mostly of riparian owners. About 30% of the board is non-riparian owners.

What do you expect in the future for your organization? Asked specifically if in the future will they be reaching out to governments (Don)?

Pere Marquette - Don’t see that happening in future, resource predominately through USFS land. There is very little municipality impact on the watershed, don’t see municipalities stepping up in a leadership position. The group helps them out when necessary, but don’t see government involved in group because isn’t an advantage for their watershed. 

Clinton - The council has 35 local govt. involved now. The group has finished a strategic plan last year. The plan is for the next three - five years. Having a strategic plan has helped a lot. External factors have influenced where the group sees themselves in the future. For example, the stormwater requirements have influenced the group. These requirements have brought on more local government members and there has been more interaction with local governments. As a result, there are now have seven subwatershed planning groups that meet on a monthly basis. Almost all the communities are meeting together. This has never happened before. In the future the group wants to move forward with stormwater issues, education, and stewardship.

Rouge - This group has been undergoing a transition. Since about 1992 the watershed has received around $400 mill from the federal government. With this money the group has been able to fund a huge number of projects. Grant dollars have been a main funding source for Rouge. But grant funds are going away, and the group needs to work on diversifying its funding sources. The Rouge has seven subwatersheds in watershed and each subwatershed have advisory group. The groups have been meeting almost on monthly basis for years. As the grant dollars disappear the group needs to find a way for these groups to continue to work together. The Rouge group has decided to make a watershed assembly. The assembly will be designed to help with transition period. What happens with the assembly will tell a lot about the future of the Rouge. The group is also undergoing transition in their leadership. The group is also revaluating their programs. They are trying to sustain all of programs that focus on quality of programs rather than quantity.

Muskegon - A challenge for this group is from a geographical standpoint. The watershed has 319 watershed management plan and this is the only one done on such a large scale. The watershed plan helps the assembly in supporting their planning. The group was formed in 1998. The assembly came across funding to hire full time staff. The group moved from a grass roots organization to having two full time staff. The assembly is partnering with FSU to provide free space for offices. The future of the assembly is funding dependent. The group has been fortunate enough to receive funding to hire two people to help with a strategic plan. The group has been working to get representation from active people or stewards of the watershed in each of the subwatershed. The long term plan is for each person from the subwatershed group be on the board and have a vote. The assembly also sees a growing emphasis on committees and greater demand on committees to do more things in the future.

Hearing varied backgrounds between committees, in Clinton have a lot of government people involved, is there a political push in your committee and do you feel the pull of various issues maybe isn’t grassroots but political driven? (Jane Secord)

Clinton - Focusing on government side because that is how we got started. Now our efforts focused on education and stewardship. The government more involved in this group because we see it is positive to watershed.

What is your annual operating budget, and from where do your funds originate?

Pere Marquette - Organization is grassroots. Majority of funds come from private donations (500 members), banquet (fundraising), $25/year membership (burned up between mailings and MUCC charges). Can’t count membership fees as donation, not used to help with projects. Have gotten some grants in past 10—11years and these were used to do erosion control and habitat improvement. Right now the group has no major projects. The budget for fiscal year 2004 is very small. The funding has gone up and down for years. Sometimes funding sources have specific things in mind so sometimes you may have to play to what they want.

How active and supportive are hunters and anglers (Don)?  

Pere Marquette - Not a lot from hunters, but have a fishing event with the banquet and that brings in a lot of money. The fishing event brings in 50% of dollars. Majority of money comes from riparian owners and corporate dollars from Dow. We have tried approaching foundations with a specific project in mind to get money. 

Did anyone on board put up their nose when getting money from Dow (Don)?  

Pere Marquette - No, used for erosion control. The group was pretty happy with it.

Clinton - When your funding is unstable, not good for staff and this is a huge problem for the Clinton. Staffing went up and down with grants. When you have a strategic plan it is hard to follow it if you are following grants and the funder is steering you. Now that we have the strategic plan we have tried to shift away from getting grants. We are shifting focus to existing programs and showing people what we can do. We want local government membership and want it to be consistent. Business and other private donations will be a huge opportunity for the group for funding. The group is looking at expanding partnerships with businesses (have GM on board), expanding business support. The Clinton watershed is largely residential, suburban, and commercial area, so business is key in getting money. It is more productive to go to businesses than increasing individual membership (hard to get them to focus on the watershed where they live). The group does increase membership every year by education events and outreach events, hard nut to crack

The money that you get from local and county governments,  is that a membership or donation?  Rhoda deJonge

Clinton - That is a membership. Dues are based on population size. The due structure hasn’t changed since the group became non-profit. But the marketing for this group is different then for donations

Rouge - Our annual budget last year was $440, 000, mostly from EPA. The group solicits corporate donations and this has been most successful through school based programs. Share GM as sponsor, “sexy” for corporations to give money watershed programs. The corporate sponsors get publicity. The group has a nice ongoing relationship with corporations. The group has membership (private and corporate). Membership has really dropped over the years, wasn’t taken care of like it needed to be. The group is working to make this stronger. There are 48 communities in watershed with 2.5 mill people. The group is heavily urbanized and a lot of opportunities there with businesses. The group has some support from local communities; it takes a tremendous amount of time to get that.

How much time do you spend on fundraising so that you can survive and keep position?  It seems that there would be some kind of core business or set of work that you would fund no matter what…what about day to day work of council?(Corky)

Rouge - Tricky thing, with school based program what we ask corporations to donate a slice of it goes to administration of program. The group Executive Director primary responsibilities are fundraising. The have one other person who fundraises for school-based program and membership.

Clinton - Hired full time development director. He is not 100% of fundraising but the group does have person to help with that. The development director does nurture relationships with partners. This person was hired to help with day to day activities and finding support to keep salaries, etc. The group wants to be able to be self reliant so needs to have this kind of person.

Muskegon - 30-40% of time on fundraising, two person operation, executive assistant writes grants

Have you considered the use of an endowment fund to pay for baseline activity?(Janice)

Muskegon (added information on funding sources) – Have an endowment fund, but had money from Wege to bring on full time staff and support staff. The watershed has $5 million dollars from Wege and GLF in academic research. Realizing that need future funding, the assembly has been going out to local governments and counties to get them to join. Due fees for them are a tough thing to sell when have money.

How much of that was set up for endowment fund?(Jane Secord)

Muskegon - Have separate money for that have raised $15,000 in fund. The Wege Foundation has matched it, endowment set aside for on the ground projects.

Rouge - Have no endowment, has been considered. Our group pays up front for projects and then we wait for reimbursement from the grants. There hasn’t been a lot of left over cash. The group did receive a large amount of money from court case. The board of directors formed a committee to look at how they are going to invest money.

Clinton - “We don’t have a Wege”. The group has had a hard time in breaking into the foundation world. The group is looking at doing establishing an endowment, but need to be in the right place at right time.

Pere Marquette - If put money in an endowment can’t be used to repair things that need to be repaired. The group wants to save money now for the little crisis situations that pop up. As of this year the group has established an endowment from Lake County Foundation. Someone has laid down ½ seed money to do this. The group needs to raise other half, “without sugar daddy tough to do”.

Muskegon - Endowments are wonderful tools for long-term sustainability of organization. Organizations need to think about getting it built up. They aren’t  significant money you can use if not built up, can only take out 5%/year, it is really foundations money.

If the slate were wiped clean, what would be the right way to fund a watershed organization? (Corky)

Muskegon – Once you have a strategic plan, have officers identified, and a vision, go to nearest community foundation and identify yourself, build a relationship.

Clinton - Varies in your watershed. It depends on population and issues. For instance in the PM,  local government involvement is not important. In the Clinton however, it is important. Our council wouldn’t’ have made it without that, have very high local govt. dues compared to other watersheds.

Your organization (PM) has relationship with MUCC, has this paid off? (Don)

Pere Marquette - Yes, a positive relationship. Our group has put significant portions of funds to this. MUCC has provided strong lobbying and leadership. Our group can’t lobby because we are a volunteer organization. MUCC was a very strong voice. Over time MUCC has gone down in its effectiveness, this may be coming back. The PM thought of MUCC as their voice in Lansing, used it as lobbying voice

For the councils that have due structures for local governments., what kind of value to you give them for the dues they give you? (Mark Thogerson)


Muskegon - Help them with project in their areas. The assembly provides a facilitation and service. We give governments access to funding and knowledge of federal and state programs, and help with technical things (technical committee).

Clinton - Show community what we are doing for them every year. We are able to show these benefits by having good relationship with one member from the communities and municipalities. We now wait for governments to come to us if they need help. With stormwater discharge permits have a lot of new members and help them with that.

How do you prioritize what projects get funded? (Jason)

Rouge - Continue to fund the projects that are working, stop funding ones that don’t. We fund projects where there is a need for it in the community.

Clinton - Important to look at your organization as a business. Need to thin of supply and demand and you respond to demand. This demand changes with time, as an example our group has changed since doing stormwater recommendations, need to see what are your big problems in watershed and what are your issues.

Pere Marquette: “sticks and stones” organization. We look at what sites are the worst and need the most help.

Muskegon - Look at needs of watershed and focus on that. One of the committees of the assembly has set up “an implementation, prioritization framework” guide. This tells the committee what to work on. This was a simple group discussion on what needs attention. The assembly also has a criteria rating system for internal projects for rating for monies that should apply for.

Pere Marquette - For a watershed it is important to understand the system by having a watershed plan or watershed assessment
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