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In the Beginning ...

Back in 2002, large paper 
companies in Michigan 
began selling properties 
they owned in the Upper 
Peninsula. They began to 
sell property around the 
lakes, which were their 
largest “non-productive” 
tracks. Unfortunately for 
snowmobilers, many of 
those “non-productive” 
tracks contained parts of the 
Michigan Snowmobile Trail 
System. It became clear at 
that time that if these pieces 
of property were sold off, 
and the purchasers weren’t 
friends of snowmobiling, 
portions of trails in the U.P. 
would be lost.



What To Do?????

That’s when a committee 
made up of clubs, 
business people, 
snowmobilers, the 
National Forest Service 
and the Department of 
Natural Resources began 
meeting to discuss this 
immediate problem and 
what could happen to all 
of the trails located on 
private property. During 
those meetings, it became 
very clear that 
“permanency” had to be 
put to Michigan 
snowmobile trails.



Discussions led to 
two options in 
establishing those 
permanent trails.

The first option was to 
secure a permanent 
easement that would allow 
the trails to be made part of 
the “record of deed.” This 
means that if the property is 
sold, it is sold with the 
easement for our trail. 

The second option was to 
physically buy tracks of 
property, extract out the 
part of property containing 
the trails, and re-sell the 
remainder of property.



Addressing the immediate issue!

 At that time, the committee also started working on lobbying Congress to 
purchase the 6,000 acres being sold immediately by the paper 
companies. 

 We had to make our two Senators and Representative from that area 
agree to the purchase and get the additional money appropriated to the 
NFS budget.

 Congress agreed to appropriate the money for the purchase of the 
properties through the National Forest Service because the property being 
sold (the property where our trails were located) was contiguous to 
National Forest Service property. Those trails were saved from the 
developer’s hands.

 This provided an immediate solution to the problem in the West End of 
the U.P. However, putting more property into the National Forest Service 
or the DNR is not a good thing when it comes to the tax bases of our local 
communities and counties. MSA also had to lobby and convince the 
communities that additional land to keep the snowmobile trail intact 
would in the long run provide more tax base and jobs to the areas 
affected by the land purchase. 

 This is one of the most important things to remember when trying to get 
federal money for a project! Without their approval you will be on a 
sinking ship at the federal level for funding.



THE TRAIL PLAN

 First, we established, the exact 
trail system we would like to see 
become permanent. 

 We began looking at two routes 
traveling east and west across 
the U.P. and five north-and-
south connectors. 

 The committee took aim at 
concentrating on those trails on 
private property, finding out who 
owns them and coming up with 
a plan to establish them as 
permanent snowmobile trails.

 We were breaking new ground. 
Michigan would be the first state 
in the nation to establish a 
permanent trail system in 
2003…..we thought!

 To accomplish this goal a plan 
was developed to create a 
nonprofit corporation called the 
Snow Country Trails 
Conservancy. 

 This conservancy will be used to 
gain grants and take donations 
to purchase the permanent 
easements. 

 It will also be used as a vehicle 
to actually purchase easements 
or property. This conservancy 
applied for and received their 
501(c)(3) nonprofit status. The 
goal of the Conservancy is 
simple: To enhance 
snowmobiling by creating a 
permanent snowmobile trail 
system in Michigan for use 
by the general public.



THE PLAN

 To insure that we have all of the expertise that we needed 
in this project MSA interviewed three different “Land 
Companies”, these companies mainly deal with Utility 
Companies, MDOT’s, and Municipalities for right of ways. 
We explained what we wanted to do and then listened. 
From the companies interviewed we gathered the following 
information.

 The best method for a trail will probably be an easement as 
this runs with the land regardless of land sales. This will 
probably be no more costly than yearly leases. 

 A width of 33 feet is a good figure, although that much is 
not required for a trail, if the need arises it is harder to go 
back later and get more land.  



THE PLAN

 Limiting the land use to snowmobiles only for 
a period of Dec 1-March 31 will help keep the 
cost down. 

 The fact that in many cases there appears to 
be a rapport with the local people and the 
club members. This will be a big help if the 
Conservancy hires a private firm to seek the 
easements. 

 Approximately 80 % of the landowners will 
sign right away, 10-15% will want to discuss 
with someone else, and about 10% will not 
sign and it will require going around their 
property. 



THE PLAN

 Being a width of 33 feet has been agreed 
upon, typically easements would be 
purchased by the rod [16 1/2-ft.]. 

 The value of the property before and after 
the easement will need to be discussed. 

 Appraisals will need to be done in some 
areas to determine the cost or value of 
different types of property.  

 The main thing is to figure out a fair price 
and stick with it.  

 An easement becomes the dominant 
interest over a piece of property. 



THE PLAN

 A landowner has the right to use the easement 
area as long as he does not interfere with the 
use by the easement holder. 

 Eminent domain or condemnation is not an 
option for this program. 

 For a figure to start the sum of $10.00 per rod 
seems to work as an average. 

 In the interest of a starting point the 
Conservancy needs a cost per mile for 
easements and a unit of distance which seems to 
be a rod [16 1/2 ft.] x 33 ft. wide. There are 320 
rods per mile which equates to $3,200 per mile.

 Monies are needed for the contractor (Land 
Company) to acquire the easement as well as 
monies to pay for the easement itself. 



THE PLAN

 So after all of that discussion the committee 
would like to see the program work like this. 

 SCTC will work with an area club and 
determine what trails in their system are on 
private lands. 

 Using a formula SCTC will apply for a grant 
from the state permanent trail fund. When it 
receives approval, SCTC would enter into a 
contract with a land company and review the 
trail system, introduce them to the club, and 
develop a strategy with them to acquire said 
properties.



THE PLAN

 When all of the agreements are signed 
(agreement only becomes legal if all are 
signed).

 SCTC will send to the department copies of 
all of the agreements, statements from the 
land company, filing fees and any other 
financial documents needed for 
reimbursement.

 When approved by the department and a 
check sent, SCTC will disperse the monies to 
the appropriate landowners and entities. 

 The easements shall be held by SCTC and 
conveyed to the Grant Sponsor that is 
maintaining those sections of trail.



FUNDING
We thought about looking to 
ISMA, but found they were 
pointing the wrong way!

The estimated cost to 
complete the 1,500 miles of 
permanent trails in the U.P. 
we estimated at about $5  
million. In the Lower Peninsula 
we estimate that even though 
the trails miles are less it will 
cost at least twice that 
amount.

The Conservancy’s long-range 
plan is to establish 
permanent trails throughout 
the entire state.



FUNDING

We looked at trying to get 
“Grant Money” from 
foundations, but to date 
have not succeeded; due 
to restrictions on 
motorized recreation and 
just not the right fit. We 
have appealed to our 
membership and received 
some money (around 
$5,000) and we have 
received unfortunately 
donations from a couple of 
clubs that ceased to do 
business and sold off their 
assets and then donated 
over $35,000 to the 
conservancy.



FUNDING

 I do want to 
recognize ISMA.

 They did give MSA a 
$5,000 Grant to use 
in legal fee’s to 
create:

 SNOW COUNTRY 
TRAILS 
CONSERVANCY

 Total cost to set up 
$8,500.

 I think we used the 
wrong law office!

 MSA kept the board 
of SCTC small. 

 We used some of the 
past officers and 
directors.

 Main point is to not 
duplicate the make-
up so as not to 
jeopardize your 
standing with the 
IRS.

 Brother/Sister 
Corporations are 
looked upon by the 
agency as one!



FUNDING

 After  a couple of years looking at 
different funding sources, it became very 
apparent that if snowmobilers wanted 
permanent trails they would have to fund 
them.

 So we went back to the legislature and 
started lobbying for legislation to do just 
that.

 In May of 2006, a bill was introduced to 
raise our three year registration from $22 
to $30 with the $8 increase going 100% 
to a new “Permanent Snowmobile Trail 
Easement” subaccount.



FUNDING

 So for all the rest of 
2006 and half of 
2007 we lobbied the 
bill.

 We had over 84% 
of the responding 
snowmobilers say 
yes to the bill.

 As usual the DNR 
was sideways on 
the bill.



FUNDING

 As the legislative 
session was coming 
to a close, all of the 
public hearings 
were positive,

 Snowmobilers were 
on board.

 Legislators were on 
board.

 The bill was through 
the Senate.

 Trouble was lurking!



FUNDING

 We knew a road block 
was coming, and time 
was running out!

 The DNR did not like 
the fact that the SCTC 
would be holding all of 
the easements.

 After lots of meetings 
and negotiating, an 
agreement was reached 
to allow governmental 
units and the 
department to access 
the funds if it would be 
for permanent 
snowmobile trails only! 



FUNDING

 We also had to 
agree to language 
that if any of the 
501c(3)’s were to 
go out of business 
or cease to exist, all 
of the easements 
would revert back 
to the Snowmobile 
Program managed 
by the state.

 So what bridges are 
ahead?



Making It Work

•The next hurdle is working 
with the DNR to amend the 
Administrative Rules that 
govern the spending from the 
new fund. We are about 3 
months away from 
completion.
•Making sure that the new 
revenue estimates are 
included in the 2010 budget.
•The DNR estimates that the 
fund will generate about        
$ 700,000 per year.
•Next task is start working 
with the clubs and get a land 
company on line.

•Thank You



ON TO THE FUTURE


