Homestead Dam Area

Order to Regulate Camping on
State Forest Lands in Benzie
County
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Good morning Commissioners,
 
I am here today to discuss an issue that has developed over the past few years along the Betise River in Benzie County in the location commonly known as the Homestead Dam Area. 
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Over the past few years, this location has experienced extreme levels of fishing pressure due to the abundant fishery present. Most of the use occurs during the fall salmon run; however, use during the spring steelhead run has also increased.



Homestead Dam Area

 High use has caused serious resource
damage, trespass on private property, health
and safety problems, excessive littering, and
other illegal activity.

« Current regulations only restrict overnight
access to a portion of the area, which is
confusing and difficult to enforce.
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This increased usage has resulted in substantial resource damage, excessive littering, health and safety problems, trespass issues, and other illegal activity.  Existing regulations are somewhat confusing, difficult to enforce, and don’t adequately address the root cause of the problem.
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Anglers line the banks in this location and compete for opportunities to fish. Angler traffic to the bank is constant, with anglers not leaving the site for days.  Camper/Angler groups rotate in and out like line workers, so they don’t lose their spot along the river.
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These groups camps have overwhelmed the area.  Existing live vegetation has been trampled and killed.  All dead and down material has been burned in campfires, and anglers have started cutting and burning standing live trees.  As a result, erosion of the riverbank has accelerated, causing widening of the river and increased instream sedimentation.
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Anglers that are camping leave excessive amounts of garbage behind, which requires extensive DNR and citizen efforts to clean up following the fish runs.  In addition to normal garbage items and fish carcasses, human waste litters the area.  As you can imagine there are health issues associated with this problem, and other safety issues exist.  Anglers and spectators are routinely hooked, and the Homestead Dam Area is well known to local urgent care clinics.  When more drastic medical emergencies happen, first responders have an extremely hard time accessing the site due to illegally parked vehicles blocking roadways.

Due to limited site availability for camping and parking, there are extensive problems with trespass onto neighboring properties.  Over the past 2 years, DNR staff has taken several steps to curtail the damaging activities occurring on this site, including surveying the site and marking boundaries between state-owned land and private property, performing road work to improve the condition of the legal access to the site, placing boulders to restrict vehicle access to established parking areas, and posting signs to educate anglers by clearly identify relevant restrictions that exist on the property. The Department spent approximately $25,000 to complete this work.
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In addition to trespass, other illegal activity occurs regularly at this site.  During the 2018 fall fish run, Law Enforcement Division dedicated 22 officers for a total of 835 hours to patrol the site. These officers made 2,946 contacts, received 25 complaints, gave 104 verbal warnings, issued 4 civil infractions, and made 139 misdemeanor arrests. Even after the concerted law enforcement effort and presence in 2018, the 2019 fall fish run resulted in a significant increase in unlawful activities. Seventeen officers spent 915 hours patrolling the Homestead Dam Area during the first two weeks of the fall run. During this time, officers made 3,875 contacts, received 76 complaints, gave 293 verbal warnings, issued 54 civil infractions, and made 349 misdemeanor arrests.



Homestead Dam Area

« Other options have been tried by area staff.

* Proposed changes would expand camping
restriction to the entire Homestead Dam
Area and restrict burning to limit overuse of
the site.
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Regardless of the efforts to improve legal site access and a consistent law enforcement presence in the area, resource degradation and illegal activities continue to increase in the Homestead Dam area. The concentration of camping use in the area and the duration of occupancy has become unmanageable. 
Therefore, the resource staff that manage this area recommend amending the existing Land Use Order of the Director to prohibit any camping and the establishment or tending of any fires, on state-owned lands surrounding the Homestead Dam area. 
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The goal is that by prohibiting camping and fires, anglers will be required to leave the site rather than stay for multiple days at a time.  Allowing the site to reset at the end of each day should help curtail the illegal activities occurring at the site and allow the resource damage that has occurred to rehabilitate.



Thank You
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If you have any questions, I’d be happy to address them.

Thank you.  If that is all, I will now turn the meeting over to Chad Stewart to discuss Elk Hunt Orientation Changes.
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