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FOREST MANAGEMENT ADVISORY COMMITTEE 

MEETING MINUTES 

 

January 15, 2025 

 

 

MEMBERS PRESENT 

Bill Botti, Michigan Forest Association (MFA) 

Paul Jernberg, Trailriders Snowmobile Club (TSC) 

Gary Melow, Chair, Michigan Biomass 

Rich Kobe, Vice Chair, Michigan State University (MSU) 

Olivia Triltsch, Michigan United Conservation Clubs (MUCC) 

Kenny Wawsczyk, North Country Trail Association (NCTA) (virtual) 

David Flaspohler, Michigan Technological University (MTU), College of Forest Resources & Environmental 

Science (virtual) 

Mike Elenz, Great Lakes Timber Professional’s Association (GLTPA) and Michigan Association of Timbermen 

(MAT) (virtual) 

 

ADVISORS PRESENT 

James Simino, United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) Forest Service, Huron-Manistee (virtual) 

Ben Schram, Michigan Department of Agriculture & Rural Development (MDARD) (virtual) 

 

MICHIGAN DEPARTMENT OF NATURAL RESOURCES STAFF PRESENT 

Sue Tangora, Forest Resources Division (FRD) 

Scott Whitcomb, Office Director, Office of Public Lands 

Kathleen Lavey, Communications Representative, FRD (virtual) 

Cody Stevens, FRD (virtual) 

Kim Korbecki, FRD 

 

OTHERS PRESENT 

Karen Middendorp, Michigan Snowmobile & ORV Association (virtual) 

Sheri McWhirter, Environment Reporter at Mlive.com (virtual) 

Justin Tomei, MUCC 

 

WELCOME 

Chair Melow, Michigan Biomass, called the January 15, 2025 Forest Management Advisory Committee 

(FMAC) meeting to order at 1:04 p.m. 

 

CONSENT AGENDA 

Adoption of January 15, 2025 FMAC Meeting Agenda: Chair Melow asked for discussion; there was none. 

Chair Melow proposed adding a discussion regarding the addition of solar panels in various locations in 

Michigan, to be presented by Scott Whitcomb, Office Director, Office of Public Lands, Michigan Department of 

Natural Resources (MDNR).   

 

MOTION: Chair Melow moved to adopt the addition of a solar panel discussion to the agenda, seconded by 

Rich Kobe, Vice Chair. Chair Melow asked for additional discussion or comments and there were none. The 

January 15, 2025 FMAC meeting agenda was adopted unanimously as amended.   
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Adoption of October 16, 2024 Meeting Minutes: Chair Melow asked for discussion regarding the October 

16, 2024 FMAC meeting minutes; there was none.  

 

MOTION: Paul Jernberg, Trailriders Snowmobile Club, moved to adopt the October 16, 2024 FMAC meeting 

minutes as presented, seconded by Olivia Triltsch, Michigan United Conservation Clubs (MUCC). The October 

16, 2024 FMAC meeting minutes were adopted unanimously.  

 

PUBLIC COMMENT 

None 

 

STATE FORESTER’S REPORT – Sue Tangora & Cody Stevens (MDNR-FRD) representing Jeff Stampfly, 

Chief and State Forester 

 

Cody Stevens gave the following update: 

1. Wildfire update: Staff and engines are available to go to California when the request comes. California has 

so far filled its need with resources from states closer to its location.  

2. The wildlife license package and the recreation passport opt-out bills both did not pass. There will be some 

implications at the MDNR level.  

3. Timber sale numbers:  

a. Planned 2025 numbers: state forest 48,000 acres; Good Neighbor Authority approximately 10,000 

acres that will be prepared for sale. 

• Gary asked if anything in particular resulted in the FRD landing at those acreage numbers. Cody 

responded they are running models now from the State Forest Management Plan (SFMP), and the 

plan seems to be coming along well. Public comment has now closed on the SFMP, and staff are 

reviewing those comments to see which need to be responded to.   

4. Public outreach and education - The FRD continues to promote the “Mi Trees – Plant a Tree!” program, a 

website where the public can participate in planting trees. The public has planted 138,369 trees as of 

February 2, 2025, with the MDNR planting approximately 17 million. They have a goal of approximately 50 

million trees planted by 2030.  

5. They have increased forestry outreach displays at the Outdoor Adventure Center in Detroit. Plans are to 

add additional promotional items there.  

6. They are completing the final edits before publishing the Forest Health Highlights. There will be a press 

release when it’s published and then the final product will be posted to the website.  

 

Rich Kobe, Vice Chair, asked if the recreation passport bill was actively voted against. The response was that it 

never reached the floor.  

 

SOLAR DISCUSSION – Scott Whitcomb, Office Director, Office of Public Lands, MDNR 

Scott Whitcomb, Office Director, Office of Public Lands, Michigan Department of Natural Resources (MDNR or 

Department), joined the meeting to discuss a proposal to lease state forest land for development of utility scale 

near Gaylord (approximately 410 acres). Chair Melow commented the FMAC was interested in the details of 

the property (what is the best use and application for that land), cover type, timber use, etc.  

 

There is a long history of state land use other than timber production and forestry values, such as oil and gas, 

asphalt, mining, cell phone towers, and outdoor recreation. In recent years solar energy companies have 

increasingly come to the MDNR to ask for use of state land. In 2019, Director Eichinger put together a team to 

look at sites on state land for the purpose of solar panels. In 2020 Groveland and Seven Mile Pit were bid out 

and won by Circle Power. Since then, the MDNR has been actively looking for more sites. Having Industry 

come to the MDNR for societal needs is not unusual.  

https://www.michigan.gov/dnr/managing-resources/forestry/mi-trees
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While looking for land sometimes the review is very short, for example a state game area in the Lower  

Peninsula or a location close to Kirtland’s Warbler management. In 2024 RWE (German energy company) 

approached the MDNR regarding a solar development project on 1,100 acres of private land adjacent to state 

land. The RWE said that more electrons could go on the electrical grid in this area, and it asked the MDNR to 

take a look. The MDNR then engaged field staff from all divisions at the local level and they began an 

evaluation of the area.    

 

Pine Baron Pathway is nearby and is not being considered. They have looked at land in the closest proximity 

to electrical corridors. In Gaylord, the red pine where all the sites converge is fairly mature. South of the road 

there are red and white pine planted in strips. There is northern hardwood type at the north tip of the area and 

through it all there are oil and gas wells. All are tax reverted. There are fish and game acquired parcels in close 

proximity, and funds were used that were dedicated to wildlife management purposes. There is also some land 

that has been recently cut over.  

 

Based on the nature of the habitat, they didn’t find any issues with threatened or endangered species, which 

led to the Department taking a closer look. There were some concerns about losing forest production lands, 

but the Director felt it was worth looking at it for an alternate use. The field review went non-concurrent at both 

the field and district levels. The Director reviewed the recommendations and decided to put those acres 

forward for leasing. 

 

Because of the concerns about lost production, the Department committed to use some revenue from the solar 

lease to purchase replacement lands in the area. The MDNR routinely purchased lands and in the last 5 years 

has acquired an additional 3,900 acres of state forest land in northern lower peninsula. During the 25-year 

term, the leased land would be planted with pollinator habitat, and then the fences would be taken down, the 

site restored, and the state would reclaim the land. Before any land can be leased, there must be a public 

meeting, and public comments must be taken for at least 30 days. The MDNR started that process in January 

of 2025. At the end of the public comment period, they would then consider whether to go forward with a 

Request for Proposal (RFP). Field staff felt it should be an open and competitive bid.  

 

An article came out that caught the public’s interest and there was some concern expressed. The Department 

then determined that there may not be a clear understanding of how state lands are used. At that point they 

extended the public comment period to three months and are putting up a website that will provide a map and 

other resources that shows what is on the property, and it has also stopped any further consideration of solar 

going forward for the time being.   

 

Cody was asked about the cover types on the Gaylord site. He reported there is a younger plantation of red 

pine of about 100 acres; 140 acres of mature red pine (thinned and managed); 80 acres of northern hardwood; 

30 acres of mixed upland stands (several treated in the past from wind and tornado damage); 20 acres of 

aspen; 15 acres of miscellaneous cover type; 15 acres of oil and gas wells; and a few u-types (upland brush) 

that could be wildlife. It was asked if the parcel is used for wildlife or recreation activities. The response was 

that the divisions that manage those resources were part of the review process. The Department saw a way to 

mitigate this by replacing the lands. Solar will change the character of the land as it is now, which is the reason 

for replacing the land but at the end of the lease term that land could be replanted to trees.  

 

Not just any forest lands can be used for solar. Not only do they have to be close to transmission, but they also 

have to be able to put power on the grid. At this site, there is both. The Department was trying to help the 

developer, earn revenue, and replace the land for forestry. At this point the Department may not lease the site 

at all or take a closer look at it.   
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Bill Botti, Michigan Forest Association (retired) commented he thinks the FMAC should discuss this further and 

then give the MDNR its recommendation. Scott responded that would be appreciated. Chair Melow asked if 

this were to go forward if the state would conduct the timber sale and keep the revenue, and Scott responded 

most definitely. He also asked about 140 acres of mature red pine that was slated to be harvested. Cody 

responded they do 10-year blocks and none of those acres have treatments at the current time. They will be  

looking at that area next year to create a new management plan. Scott added that generally, the age of the 

stand would be considered to be harvested. Cody agreed that they would most likely be looking at harvesting 

them based on the basal age. He said they could have possibly already harvested some of those acres and 

he’s just not aware of it.  

 

Mike Elenz, Great Lakes Timber Professional’s Association and Michigan Association of Timbermen asked for 

a map showing forest types and stand volumes. Scott responded they could provide that within the next few 

days. When accepting comments on the SFMP, folks in the industry were commenting that with solar, limited 

amounts for other uses may happen. How do they know that a 400-acre project won’t turn into 10,000 acres? 

Scott responded that if they put a cap of 4,000 acres as a hard limit, it would be one-tenth of the entire state 

forest. They would want to look at degraded sites, brown fields, etc., as well.  

 

Based on fair market value of solar in that area, they planned to set the RFP at a minimum bid of $800 per 

acre per year. Gary asked if this went through the same process as others. Scott indicated that from public 

notice through statutory requirements, the same process was used here as in other areas. The MDNR’s 

internal lease policy was followed; they used the surface use lease procedure and since they don’t have one 

specifically for solar, they referred to the oil & gas leases.  

 

Summary:  

• The MDNR has now put a pause on this project and to look at leasing other state forest lands for solar.  

• The public comment period has been extended. The MDNR wanted to get the right information out to 

the public so they have extended the comment period and slowed the process down so they can hear 

what people have to say, and they have also stopped considering other sites.  

• They need to shore up their internal policies and procedures around land use, and specifically with 

solar.  

• The MUCC and others have asked for more transparency as the MDNR is making these sorts of 

decisions.  

 

It was asked who would be responsible for restoring the land. The response was that a bond would be secured 

that would be sufficient to restore the site even if the company went bottoms up. The intent is to not have an 

industrial site forever. Paul asked as they clear the trees and the solar is installed, if it would go with the 

contour of the land. Scott responded he would assume so. Ben Schram, Michigan Department of Agriculture 

and Rural Development (MDARD), asked if this suggests a departure from oil & gas in general or just another 

part of the state land use puzzle. Scott replied he doesn’t think it sets a strategic direction that points to one 

side or another. Rich Kobe, Michigan State University, commented that anytime practices change it’s really 

important to have a communications plan in place, especially if it involves cutting trees and managing forests. 

There is also a really strong public feeling towards using public land for solar. He suggested thinking about the 

talking points in retrospect would have been desirable. 

 

Chair Melow asked what the FMAC wants to do with this. They are in support of keeping track of what’s going 

on and staying in touch with the MDNR on the solar topic.    
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ACTION ITEMS/FOLLOW-UP 

Kathleen Lavey reported they had the results on the fall campaign. They had good results from the upper 

peninsula (UP) campaign. The UP campaign was done because the FMAC asked for it and it looks like it is 

going to be successful.   

 

STANDING DISCUSSION ITEMS 

 

MEMBER UPDATES 

 

Karen Middendorf, Michigan Snowmobile & ORV Association   

1. Karen reported there is not enough grooming equipment.  

2. Things are going well with the clubs.  

3. There are issues with snowmobiles and off-road vehicles (ORVs) riding on the same trail. They are trying to 

figure out how they can better work together.  

 

Rich Kobe, Michigan State University 

Passed 

 

Kenny Wawsczyk, North Country Trails Association  

1. The North Country Trail is at the planning and prioritizing stage. They are meeting with all three national 

forests to further discuss.  

a. There have already been some meetings with the MDNR and some meetings with the local 

conservancies.  

 

James Simino, USDA Forest Service, Huron-Manistee  

1. They are still under the second continuing resolution of the federal budget and transition of the 

administration. There are a lot of unknowns on where things will go under prioritization. 

2. They hit 62 million feet which was their target for the year.  

 

David Flaspohler, Michigan Technological University, College of Forest Resources & Environmental Science  

1. Their annual magazine just came out. 

2. They are hiring a new Environmental Data Science person. 

3. The undergrad program continues to grow. 

4. There is an online master course in GIS that has been added. It offers a degree and three stackable 

certificates.  

 

Ben Schram, Michigan Department of Agriculture & Rural Development  

1. There are 45,000 to 50,000 acres enrolled in Qualified Forestry program.  

2. They received the exemption on January 1.  

3. They are getting close to one million acres. 

4. There have been changes in the grant agreements with the Conservation Districts in the Forestry 

Assistance Program. They are moving grants around and not renewing some grants etc.  

5. If the FMAC has thoughts or input on how MDARD should use (criteria) for where forestry positions should 

be, let Ben know.  

 

Mike Elenz, Great Lakes Timber Professionals Association, Michigan Timber Association  

1. Great Lakes Timber Professionals Association (GLTPA) set up a video about forest management and 

forestry that has been pretty successful. 

2. They approved funding to do work in Michigan this year.  
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3. He shared a video and asked for comments from the FMAC members.  

 

Paul Jernberg, Trailriders Snowmobile Association 

1. Groomers are starting to get out.  

2. ORV damage continues on the trails. Many clubs went out and did their own repairs. The bad side is they 

have to go deeper to fill in deeper holes. It’s going to continue to get worse down the road. He feels that the 

State of Michigan needs to buy gravel and fill in those holes.  

 

Bill Botti, Michigan Forest Association (retired) 

Bill announced the Michigan Forest Association (MFA) has a new Executive Director, Nicole Frost. Olivia 

Triltsch, MUCC, commented she has talked to Nicole, and she has a forestry degree from MSU. Members are 

happy to have her join the MFA.  

 

Olivia Triltsch, Michigan United Conservation Clubs (MUCC)  

1. MUCC had a successful on the ground program in October planting trees in Maple River State Game Area.  

2. They received the 2024 conservation award from the National Wild Turkey Federation.  

3. Since 2014 they have planted over 28,000 trees in Michigan. They hope to continue to increase that 

number.  

4. They participated in invasive species removal at Gourdneck State Game Area on January 18. 

5. They participated in wood duck box building at Shiawassee State Game Area on January 25. They will be 

doing the same thing at Maple River State Game Area on February 15.  

6. They have four tree plantings scheduled in 2025 so far. 

 

Gary Melow, Michigan Biomass 

1. Michigan Biomass is receiving fuel and making megawatts.  

2. They are in conversations about rate structures. The coal plant is going to close so they need a new 

formula. 

3. Timber & Forest Products Advisory Council update – at the last meeting they discussed the solar issue.  

The situation indicates there was a swing and a miss on the Department’s part, and they have recognized 

it. They are in an energy transition where nothing fits easily into a round hole. He is grateful the Department 

continues to do the work to make the solar issue work out.  

 

Chair Melow adjourned the January 15, 2025 FMAC meeting at 2:53 p.m. 

 

NEXT MEETING DATE  

April 16, 2025 Rescheduled to May 21, 2025 

MUCC, 2101 Wood Street, Lansing 

Contact: Kim Korbecki, korbeckik@michigan.gov   

 

 

 

mailto:korbeckik@michigan.gov

