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INTRODUCTION 
 
Ontwa Township is a rural community located in the southwest corner of Michigan’s Cass County 
along its border with Indiana.  The State of Indiana thus makes up the Township’s southern 
boundary, while the communities of Jefferson Township, Mason Township, and Milton Township 
lie to the north, east and west, respectively. The Village of Edwardsburg is located within the 
Township. 
 
Many Ontwa Township residents commute to jobs in the State of Indiana.  Located a short 
distance away in Indiana are the cities of Elkhart, Granger, Mishawaka, and South Bend.  Over 
time, urban growth has pushed northward from Indiana.  This has led to residential and 
commercial development, especialy in the southwest portion of the Township. 
 
The Township’s close proximity to jobs, malls, and medical facilities, coupled with Michigan’s 
property tax structure and Edwardsburg Public Schools, makes the rural setting of Ontwa 
Township attractive to developers and homebuyers.  This in turn brings in new business and 
industry.  These factors can be beneficial to the community, if planned and managed properly. 
 
Until 1995, the Township directed growth based on a “Goal Formulation Plan” (Master Plan) 
develped in the early 1970’s.  In early 1995, however, in response to expected growth pressures, 
Township officals felt it was time to update the Master Plan.  On January 23, 1996, the Ontwa 
Township Board approved the revised Master Land Use Plan.  In late 2003, following the 
preliminary approval of three residential subdivisions that would contain over 300 new single-
family dwellings when completed, the Township Planning Commission initiated another review of 
the Master Plan.  
 
This Master Plan represents the culmination of over twelve months' work by numerous local 
residents and local officials.  It reflects the community’s deep concern for the rural character of the 
Township and a strong commitment to retain and strengthen local quality of life.  It outlines the 
preferred future for the community and a comprehensive plan to realize it.  The Plan is 
appropriately general, recognizing that planning for the future is a delicate blend of art and science 
and that sufficient flexibility will be needed to respond to the challenges of the future.   
 
The fundamental purpose of the Master Plan is to enable the Township to establish a future 
direction for the Township's physical development.  The Michigan Planning Enabling Act, Public 
Act 33 of 2008, as amended, specifically gives a Township Planning Commission the authority to 
prepare and officially adopt a plan.  The Michigan Zoning Enabling Act, Public Act 110 of 2006, 
as amended, authorizes communities to adopt and enforce zoning ordinances based upon a plan 
for the community.  Once prepared, officially adopted and maintained, this Plan will serve as an 
advisory guide for the physical conservation of certain areas and for the development of other 
areas. 
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Because of constant change in our social, political and economic structure, the Plan must be 
maintained through periodic review and revision so that it reflects contemporary trends while 
maintaining long range goals.  The Plan will be effective to the degree that it: 

♦ Reflects the needs and desires of the citizens of Ontwa Township; 

♦ Realistically interprets and reflects the conditions, trends and the dynamic economic 
and social pressures that are brought about by change; and  

♦ Inspires consensus and cooperation among the various public agencies, developers, and 
the citizens of the Township toward achieving common goals. 

 
The Purpose of the Master Plan 
 
When Ontwa Township began the plan preparation process, it had several objectives.  First, it was 
important to achieve an understanding of the scale and scope of growth and development and the 
likely future trends in the community.  Secondly, the Township sought to clearly define 
community priorities with regard to growth and development and land use.  Thirdly, the planning 
process was seen as an opportunity to build and strengthen a community consensus about the 
future land use patterns in the Township.  Finally, the Township sought realistic and effective 
mechanisms to achieve the plan’s objectives. 
 
This Township Master Plan accomplishes all these objectives.  More specifically, this Plan will 
serve the Township in the following ways: 

1. It provides a comprehensive means of integrating proposals that look years ahead to meet 
future needs regarding general aspects of physical conservation and development 
throughout the Township; 

2. It serves as the official advisory policy statement to encourage orderly and efficient use of 
the land for agriculture, residences, businesses and industry, and to coordinate these uses 
of land with each other, with streets and highways, and other public facilities and services; 

3. It creates a logical basis for zoning, subdivision design, public improvement plans, and to 
facilitate and guide the work of the Township Planning Commission, the Township 
Board, and other public and private endeavors dealing with the physical conservation and 
development of the Township; 

4. It provides a means for private organizations and individuals to determine how they may 
relate their building and development projects to official Township planning policies; and  

5. It offers a means of relating the plans of Ontwa Township to the plans of other 
communities in the region. 

 
The Relationship of Planning to Zoning 
 
The relationship between land use planning and zoning is an important one.  Planning is guiding 
land uses from a policy standpoint, while zoning is the act of regulating the use of these lands by 
law or ordinance.   
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Land use planning is the process of guiding the future growth and development of a community.  
Generally, the Master Plan addresses the various factors relating to the growth of a community.  
Through the processes of land use planning, it is intended that a community can preserve, 
promote, protect and improve public health, safety and general welfare.  Additional considerations 
include comfort, good order, appearance, convenience, law enforcement, fire protection, 
preventing undesired overcrowding, facilitating the adequate and efficient provision of 
transportation, water, utilities, open space, and utilization and protection of natural resources 
within the community. 
 
Zoning is one of the instruments, along with capital improvements programming and the 
administration of local subdivision regulations, which implements the goals and policies of a 
Master Plan.  The enactment and administration of the Zoning Ordinance are legislative and 
administrative processes conducted by local units of government relating to the implementation of 
the goals and policies of the Master Plan.  Zoning ordinances accomplish the separation of land 
uses or a planned mixing of uses by creating different zoning districts within a community.  Each 
zone district has a listing of standards that usually include setbacks, lot coverage, permitted and 
special uses, lot size requirements and structural standards.  A zoning ordinance also includes 
general requirements pertaining to parking, site plans, special processes, general land use rules, 
and landscaping. 
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CHAPTER I 
POPULATION AND ECONOMIC CHARACTERISTICS 

 
 
This section presents a collection and analysis of basic factors relating to the Township's social and 
economic characteristics. By comparing the available data, it is possible to identify trends in 
population and housing, as well as the economic and labor force composition of the Township. 
Viewed in an historic perspective and in relation to surrounding communities and the region, 
these trends give valuable insights for potential future conditions and serve as a basis for 
projections of future population, housing and economic conditions. 
 
Population Characteristics 
 
Table I illustrates the population change during 1970-2008 for Ontwa Township, adjacent 
communities, and Cass County. From 1970 to 1980 the U.S. Census indicated that Ontwa 
Township experienced a moderate increase in population at a rate similar to that of Cass County, 
which equates to an increase of just over one-percent annually during that decade. In comparison, 
population growth in most adjacent communities listed in Table I witnessed significant increases. 
Specifically, Mason Township increased by over forty percent between 1970-1980. 
 
Interestingly, the decade between 1980 and 1990 produced an opposite position on population 
growth as many of the communities adjacent to Ontwa Township grew at a moderate pace while a 
few, including Ontwa, decreased in population. Ontwa Township with a population of 5,787 
persons in 1980 lost almost 200 persons by 1990. Similarly, Cass County as a whole experienced a 
slight decline in population. By 2000, Cass County showed an increase of 1,582 (3.2%) and 
Ontwa Township increased by 268 (6.0%). Other Township comparisons are shown in Table I. 

 
While growth has been slow but steady since 1970, the majority of Townships, and the County, 
have seen population decline as evidenced by the population estimates issued by the Census in 
2008.  
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TABLE I 

 
Historical Population Change 

Ontwa Township and Surrounding Communities 
1970-2000 

U.S. Census Data 
      

Communitv    
Percent 
change 

Absolute 
change 

 
Percent 
change 

Absolute 
change 

Estimate 
Percent 
Change 

Absolute 
Change 

 1970 1980 1990 80-90 80-90 2000 90-00 90-00 2008 00-08  
Ontwa Twp 
w/o Edw. 

4,117 4,652 4,450 -4.3% -202 4,718 6.0% 268 4,764 .96% 46 

Ontwa Twp 5,224 5,787 5,592 -3.4% -195 5,865 4.9% 273 5,871 .10% 6 
Edwardsburg 1,107 1,135 1.142 0.6% 7 1,147 .4% 5 1,107 -3.5% -130 
Calvin Twp 1,347 1,643 1,813 10.3% 170 2,041 12.6% 228 2,021 -1% -20 
Howard Twp 5,497 6,524 6,378 -2.2% -146 6,309 -1.1% -69 6,007 -4.8% -302 
Jefferson Twp 1,718 1,963 2,057 6.8% 134 2,401 14.5% 304 2,599 6.6% 158 
Mason Twp 1,519 2,132 2,450 14.9% 318 2,514 2.6% 64 2,663 5.9% 149 
Milton Twp 1,727 2,235 2,284 2.2% 49 2,646 15.8% 362 2,897 9.5% 251 
Cass County 43,312 49,499 49,453 -0.1% -46 51,035 3.2% 1,582 50,185 -1.6% -850 

 
 
 
Table 2 provides a comparison of the age distribution of persons living in Ontwa Township in 
1990 and 2000. While the age grouping in the two Census Profiles are slightly different, some 
significant facts are still evident. In 1990, the median age was 36.2 while in 2000 it was 38.7, an 
increase of 2.5 years. In 1990, 1,842 persons were under the age of 25 years while in 2000 it was 
almost the same with 1,833. Affecting the median age increase of 2.5 years in 2000 is the change 
in the population greater than 65. In 1990, there were 686 persons 65 years of age or older while 
in 2000 that number increased to 842. The age of local residents is an important consideration in 
determining the types and levels of public facilities and recreational programs, schools, and 
transportation services. 
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TABLE 2 
 

Age Distribution and Median Age 
Ontwa Township 1990 and 2000 

 
    
Age 1990 Total % of Total Age 2000 Total % of Total 
Under 5 379 6.8% Under 5 330 5.6% 
5-17 993 17.8% 5-9 402 6.9% 
18-20 210 3.8% 10-14 451 7.7% 
21-24 260 4.6% 15-19 419 7.1% 
25-44 1,704 30.5% 20-24 231 3.9% 
45-54 690 12.3% 25-34 692 11.8% 
55-59 363 6.5% 35-44 1,034 17.6% 
60-64 307 5.5% 45-54 848 14.5% 
65-74 426 7.6% 55-59 327 5.6% 
75-84 215 3.8% 60-64 289 4.9% 
85+ 45 0.8% 65-74 523 8.9% 
   75-84 249 4.2% 
Total 5,592 100.0% 85+ 70 1.2% 
   Total 5,865 99.9% 
      
 Median Age 

36.2 years 
  Median Age 

38.7 years 
 

 
Source: 1990 and 2000 U.S. Census Data 
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Housing Characteristics 
 
Based on the 1990 census, there were 2,404 housing units in Ontwa Township. The 2000 census 
shows a total of 2,653 housing units or an increase of 249 units. This increase is 10.4% 
 
The average household size in 1980 was 2.47 persons while in 1990 it decreased to 2.33 persons 
The 2000 census shows an increase to 2.45 persons, which is similar to 1980. For owner occupied 
units the average was 2.49 persons and for renter-occupied units it was 2.19 persons compared to 
2.62 and 2.39 respectively in 1990. 
 
Renter occupied homes accounted for 317 units or 13.3% in 2000 which is similar to the 15.2 % 
in 1990. The rental vacancy rate was 5.9%. 
 
Owner occupied homes accounted for 2,075 units or 86.7% in 2000. The homeowner vacancy 
was only 2.2% 
 
There has only been a slight change in Housing Characteristics from 1990-2000. The most 
significant change has been in the total number of units--an increase of 249. 
 
 

TABLE 3 
 

Housing Units by Type 
Ontwa Township 

2000 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: 1990 and 2000 U.S. Census Data 
 2000 Table DP- I 
 2000 Table DP-4 
 

 Number Percentage
1-Unit 2,107 79.6% 
2-4 
Units 

58 2.2% 

5-9 
Units 

9 0 3% 

10 or 
more 

55 2.1% 

Mobile 
Homes 

419 15.8% 

Total 2,648 100.0% 
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Building Permits 
 
Table 4 provides the number of residential building permits issued in Ontwa Township from 
1997-2009. The Township has witnessed a much greater growth rate from 2001 to 2007; however 
new home construction has markedly declined in the last two years. Ontwa Township is a 
desirable place to locate with the rural atmosphere, outstanding schools and several lakes and 
streams providing scenic and recreational qualities, therefore some level of new residential growth 
can be anticipated, however, residential growth to the levels of 2003-2007 are not likely to be 
replicated in the near future if the current economic conditions prevail.   
 

TABLE 4 
 

Residential Building Permits for New Homes 
Ontwa Township 

1997-2009 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: Ontwa Township 
Building Permit Records 
 

Year 
Number of 

Permits 
1997 33 
1998 35 
1999 27 
2000 27 
2001 28 
2002 24 
2003 39 
2004 47 
2005 49 
2006 40 
2007 41 
2008 30 
2009 9 
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The age of the Township's housing stock and the number of houses built during past decades is 
shown in Table 5. The number of homes built from 1950-1980 increased steadily but dropped off 
significantly during the 1980's. Since 1990, it has once again risen significantly. While the greatest 
number of homes are older, they can be considered valuable assets to a community if they reflect 
the heritage of the area or help define the character or identity of the locality. 
 

TABLE 5 
 

Housing Units by Year Structure Built 
Ontwa Township 

 
Years Number of Units Percentage of Total 
2000 to 2009  280 9.5 
1990 to March 2000  457 15.6 
1980 to 1989  235 8.0 
1970 to 1979  441 15.1 
1960 to 1969  429 14.7 
1959 or earlier  1,086 37.1 
 Total 2,928 100% 
 
Source: 2000 U.S. Census 
Table DP-4 
2000 to 2009 Data from Ontwa Township Building Department Records 
 
 
 
Economic Characteristics 
 
In 1990, the per capita income for Ontwa Township was $13,763, which represented a 79.3 
percent increase from 1980. In 2000, the per capita income was $21,691, which represented a 
57.6 percent increase from 1990. 
 
The median earnings for a male working full time, year-round was $36,601; while for females it 
was $28,265. The median family income was $50,364. 
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Occupations 
 
Table 6 lists the occupations of Township residents 16 years of age and over who were employed 
in 2000. The leading occupation group was production, transportation and material moving, at 
28.5%, followed closely by sales and office occupations at 26.3%, and management, professional 
and related occupations at 22.6%. 
 

TABLE 6 
 

Occupation of Residents 
2000 

Township of Ontwa 
 
Occupation  Number of Workers Percentage of Total 
Management, professional and 699 22.6 
 related occupations 
 
Service occupations  357 11.5 
 
Sales and office occupations  815 26.3 
 
Farming, fishing and 
 forestry occupations  12 0.4 
 
Construction, extraction and 
 maintenance occupations 330 10.7 
 
Production, transportation and 
  material moving occupations 880 28.5 
 
Total   3,093 100.0 
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The number and percent of Township residents employed in various industries during 2000 is 
presented in Table 7. While the employment of Township residents is diverse, over a third were 
employed in manufacturing.  Educational, health and social services was the second largest group, 
providing employment for almost 15 percent of Township residents.  Retail trade at 12.7 percent 
was next with the remaining groups all at less than 7 percent each. 
 

TABLE 7 
 

Residents Employed by Industry 
2000 Ontwa Township 

 
Industry Number of Workers Percentage of Total 
 
Agriculture, forestry, fishing 36 1.2% 
 and hunting 
 
Construction 185 6.0% 
 
Manufacturing 1,043 33.7% 
 
Wholesale trade 138 4.5% 
 
Retail trade 392 12.7% 
 
Transportation and warehousing, 171 5.5% 
 and Utilities Information 26 0.8% 
 
Finance, insurance, real estate, and 149 4.8% 
 rental and leasing 
 
Professional, scientific, management, 103 3.3% 
 administrative, and waste management services 
 
Educational, health and social services 459 14.8% 
 
Arts, entertainment, recreation, 198 6.4% 
 accommodation and food services 
 
Other services (except public admin.) 142 4.6% 
 
Public administration 51 1.6% 
 
  Total 3,093 100% 
Source: 2000 U.S. Census Data Table DP-3 
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In 2000, 84.5 percent of Ontwa Township's employed residents used private vehicles to travel 
alone to work, while 10.2 percent of the work force car-pooled. While some individuals worked at 
home, others commuted to work using public transportation, walking or other means. The average 
travel time to work was 22.8 minutes. 
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CHAPTER II 
NATURAL FEATURES 

 
 
The natural environment has had a significant influence on the development of land use patterns 
in Ontwa Township, helping to shape what the community is today. Natural features, in general, 
can present both constraints to and inducements for various types of land uses. While failure to 
acknowledge environmental constraints can lead to costly problems, integration of natural features 
into an overall Master Land Use Plan can enhance the quality of life for residents and help 
preserve the character of the Township. At the same time, it is important to recognize that there 
are land areas which serve a vital function in terms of cultivation, drainage, and wildlife habitat 
which may never be suitable for urban development. 
 
Following is a discussion of the natural features in Ontwa Township as they pertain to broad 
planning considerations. 
 
Climate 
 
Located a short distance from Lake Michigan, approximately 30 miles, the climate of Ontwa 
Township is somewhat affected by the Lake. Because of Ontwa's proximity to Lake Michigan, 
spring and early summer temperatures can be cooler than further inland locations, while fall and 
winter temperatures can be milder. According to data from the weather station in the City of 
Dowagiac, the average daily temperature in winter is 25.9 degrees and the average daily 
temperature in summer is 70 degrees. The average seasonal snowfall in Dowagiac is 74.0 inches, 
while the total annual precipation is 21.66 inches. 
 
The sun shines 62 percent of the time in the summer and 31 percent in the winter. The prevailing 
wind is from the south-southwest. 
 
Topography 
 
The topography in Ontwa Township varies from nearly level to somewhat hilly. Only a few slopes 
exceed 12 percent and therefore topography generally does not pose a major constraint to 
development. 
 
Soils 
 
The soils in Ontwa Township range from well drained and moderately well drained loams and 
clays to poorly drained organic soils. While much of the Township is, or will be, hooked up to the 
Elkhart Municipal Sewage system, many residents and undeveloped areas must rely on septic fields 
for the disposal of wastewater. The location of these various soil types is an important 
consideration for future development and infrastructure for the Township. 
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The Environmental Limitations Map (Map l) shows the location of soils within the township 
which present severe limitations to both building construction and septic fields. Such soils are 
generally located in the easternmost portion of the Township along Christiana Creek and around 
Brady Creek located in the southwest corner of the township. Map 1 was prepared from 
information provided by the U.S. Department of Agriculture. The map takes into consideration 
soil permeability, wetness, filter qualities, shrink-swell properties, and slope. 
 
Map 1 is general in nature and is not, however, intended as a substitute for on-site investigation or 
detailed engineering studies. The map does generally define those areas in which intensive 
development without improved infrastructure can lead to environmental degradation and health 
hazards. 
 
Prime Farmland 
 
The resource value of soils lies mainly in agriculture. Map 2 illustrates general locations of locally 
important prime farmland as indicated in the Cass County Soil Survey. Prime farmland, as 
defined by the U.S. Department of Agriculture, is the land that is best suited to food, feed, forage, 
fiber, and oilseed crops. The soils qualities, growing season, and moisture supply are those needed 
for a well managed soil to produce a sustained high yield of crops in an economic manner. Prime 
farmland produces highest yields with minimal expenditure of energy and economic resources, 
and farming it results in the least damage to the environment. 
 
Wetlands 
 
Map 3 indicates the areas which are considered as wetlands within the Township. Wetlands 
usually refer to swamps, marshes, bogs, and similar areas often found between open water and 
higher elevated areas. These wetlands are valuable natural resources that provide many important 
benefits to the natural environment such as helping to improve the water quality and reduce flood 
and storm drainage. They also provide important fish and wildlife habitat. In Ontwa, there are 
several pockets of wetlands throughout the Township with the largest pocket located along the 
west portion of Christiana Lake. 
 
Although on-site analyses are needed to verify the specific boundaries of wetlands, most are 
protected by the Michigan's wetland statute, Part 303, Wetlands Protection, of the Natural 
Resources and Environmental Protection Act, 1994 PA 451, as amended.  This Act places strict 
limits on the type of development which may take place. The areas encompassed as wetlands on 
Map 3 were derived from the National Wetlands Inventory (U.S. Department of the Interior). In 
Ontwa Township, wetlands are regulated by the Michigan Department of Environmental Quality. 
 
Wildlife 
 
The brush, woodlands, wetlands, native grasslands, agricultural crops and waterways in Ontwa 
Township provide good habitat for wildlife. 
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Wildlife in Ontwa Township includes white-tailed deer, cottontail rabbits, raccoons, squirrels, 
coycotes, red and gray fox, muskrat, mink, opossum, skunk, various songbirds and waterfowl, 
ruffed grouse, sandhill cranes, turkey and woodcocks. The Township's abundance of lakes, 
waterways, and associated wetlands provide excellent fishing with various pan fish, pike and bass 
being the most common species. 
 
Lakes and Streams 
 
Located entirely within Ontwa Township are five named lakes:  Christiana, Cobert, Eagle, Garver 
and Spring.  Portions of Pleasant and Juno Lakes also lie within the boundaries of Ontwa 
Township.  Christiana Creek flows to Elkhart, Indiana and a small stream flows from Cobert Lake 
to Garver Lake and then south to Indiana.  Ontwa Township lakes and streams are important 
natural resourses.  Besides offering recreation like fishing, swimming, and boating, the area lakes 
provide habitat for fish and wildlife.  As places of beauth, the township lakes offer aesthetic 
enjoyment.  Some of the lakes have large 
wetland areas withch also provde wildlife 
habitate, prevent shoreline erosion, filter 
runoff, and protect against floods.  The 
greatest population densities are the 
areas adjacent to the lakes in the 
township and along the streams.  Over 
the years many of th former cottages 
have been converted to yearround 
homes which now represent the majority 
of lakeside housing.  Future 
development on the lakes may be the 
result of demolition of existing homes 
and the construction of updated homes. 

Eagle Lake 
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CHAPTER III 
COMMUNITY FACILITIES 

 
 
The Township's community facilities provide tangible services to its residents and enhance the 
local quality of life. As the Township's population grows, the demand for these services will also 
grow. This will translate into the need to expand existing community facilities; build more roads, 
sewers, and bridges; and hire additional public service personnel. As a basis for planning for these 
future needs, below is a description of existing community facilities within the Township. 
 
Township Hall 
 
The Ontwa Township hall is located at 26225 U.S. 12 E, just east of M62. The hall currently 
houses the offices of the Supervisor, Clerk, Treasurer, Assessor, Zoning Administrator, Building 
Official, and Sewer Commission. The township hall also houses the ambulance service. 
 
Police Protection 
 
The Township provides police protection through the Ontwa/Edwardsburg Police Department, 
located at 26296 U.S. 12 E. This facility also serves as the Village Hall for Edwardsburg. According 
to the Police Chief, the Department employs six full-time officers, including the police chief, three 
part-time officers and one full-time and one part-time dispatcher/clerk. The Police Department has 
three patrol cars.  Funding for this service is a combinination of a special milage for the Township 
and Village plus general fund dollars. 
 
Cass County participates in a "911" emergency notification system for County residents. In Ontwa 
Township, the police department is dispatched directly from 911 dispatchers for calls that 
originate from township residents. According to the Police Chief, the level of service as well as the 
response time to emergencies is currently adequate. Immediate assistance for the Department is 
provided by the Cass County Sheriff's Department. 
 
Fire Protection 
 
The Township maintains one fire station located adjacent to M-
62 on the west side of the street, north of May Street.  The Fire 
Department is governed by the Joint Fire Board which is made 
up of two representatives from each of the townships of Ontwa, 
Milton and Jefferson and the Village of Edwardsburg. 
According to the Fire Chief, the fire department consists of 
thirty-four volunteers. 
 
The fire department's service area includes the entire township of Ontwa and the majority 
portions of Milton, and Jefferson Townships. Similar to the response procedure of the police 
department, the fire department is dispatched by the Cass County "911" emergency notification 

Fire Station 
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system.  Funding for this service is a combinination of a special fire and ambulance milage for the 
Township and Village plus revenue generated from actual runs. 
According to the Fire Chief, the fire department is well equipped to meet the needs of the 
Township residents. 
 
Ambulance Service 
 
Edwardsburg Ambulance Service has been in operation since 1968, making it one of the oldest 
EMS services in Cass County. It started out as a fully volunteer service. 
 
In the late 1990's, the service started providing the community with a full-time staff. At that time, 
the service was still a Basic Life Support unit. In 2000, the service upgraded its services to the 
Limited Advanced Life Support. 
 
Currently, there are 23 employees at Edwardsburg Ambulance Service, five of them being 
Paramedics. The service is in the process of getting all of the paperwork and necessary approvals to 
provide Advanced Life Support on a 24/7 basis. The service operates two ambulances, one full 
time and the other at an "on-call" basis. 
 
Edwardsburg Ambulance Service currently serves all of Ontwa Township, the Village of 
Edwardsburg and Milton Township. 
 
Libraries 
 
The Township is served by one public library located at 26745 Church Street in the Village of 
Edwardsburg. The Edwardsburg Public Library is one of three branch libraries of the Cass District 
Library system. The main library of the system is located in Cassopolis, the county seat. 
 
According to library staff, the library provides community programs such as spring/fall/winter 
story hours for preschoolers and summer reading programs for sixth through eighth graders. 
Funding for library services is derived from a tax millage. 
 
Schools 
 
Ontwa Township residents are within the Edwardsburg School District. School facilities include a 
primary school, an elementary school, an intermediate school, a middle school and a high school. 
In addition, the district has a separate administration building as well as a maintenance building. 
 
According to school officials, the school system has 2,579 students enrolled as of February, 
2009. Despite the documentation of statewide population declines, as well as Department of 
Health statistics showing a decrease in birth rates, enrollment has increased by 337 students over 
the past 6 years. 
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The school system has achieved many honors over the past several years. In addition to receiving a 
National Exemplary Blue Ribbon Award from both the Michigan Department of Education and 
the United States Department of Education, it has also been awarded the Governor's Cup and a 
Golden Apple Award. The Primary, Elementary, Intermediate, Middle and High schools have 
each received Blue Ribbon Awards. Some of the criteria considered for these awards are 
leadership, curriculum, teaching environment, organizational vitality and community/parent 
support. 
 
Cemetery 
 
One cemetery, Adamsville Cemetery, exists in the township. Located along May Street, west of 
Adamsville Road, the cemetery is maintained and operated by a sexton. Although the Township 
does not directly maintain the cemetery, the Township does donate a portion of the funding for 
the cemetery's operation. 
 
It should be noted that another cemetery is located in the Village of Edwardsburg along Hamilton 
Street. 
 
Solid Waste Disposal 
 
Ontwa Township does not contract with any solid waste disposal contractors. Instead, township 
residents may contract with any private solid waste business desired. According to Township 
officials, there are no plans to change the existing system. 
 
Public Transportation 
 
Presently, the Township is not served by a local transit service or public transportation system. 
However the Cass County Council on Aging provides limited transportation services to senior 
citizens. 
 
Road System 
 
All public roads within the Township are under the 
jurisdiction of the Cass County Road Commission. Roads 
designated as primary roads by the County include: 
 

• Elkhart Road 
• Redfield Road 
• Dailey Road 
• Adamsville Road 
• May Street (west of M-62) 
• Conrad Road (between May St. and U.S. 12) 

 
With the exception of federal route U.S.12, and state trunkline 

Public roads are under the jurisdiction of 
the Cass County Road Commission 
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M-62, the remaining roads are designated as county local roads. 
 
For planning purposes, it is useful to recognize that the various roads within Ontwa Township can 
have different functions. An understanding of these functions can lead to decisions as to the 
desirable use of each road segment, road right-of-way widths, building setbacks, and adjoining land 
use. Below is a brief description of five road types which are important to consider in Ontwa 
Township. 
 
Major Access Routes (State and Federal) - These facilities are devoted entirely to the movement of 
large volumes of traffic at high speeds over relatively long distances. These roads are intended to 
provide little or no direct access to individual properties adjoining the roads. Federal Route 
U.S.12 is a two-lane road traveling east-west through the center (generally) of the Township. This 
highway accounts for a sizable load of local traffic as well as for residents of southern-most 
Michigan traveling east-west through the State. Located approximately thirty miles to the west, 
U.S. 12 connects with Interstate 94 (I-94). 
 
State trunkline M-62 also travels through Ontwa Township. Specifically, M-62 runs north-south 
through the township as it passes through the center of the Village of Edwardsburg where it 
intersects U.S. 12. M-62 is the main transportation facility for persons traveling to and from the 
State of Indiana. As M-62 enters Indiana, it becomes Indiana State Road 23 which runs southwest 
towards Granger, Mishawaka and South Bend. 
 
Major Arterial Roads (County Primaries) - The major function of these roads is to move a fair 
volume of traffic within and through a community. A secondary function is to provide access to 
adjacent properties. In Ontwa Township, the major arterials are the county primary roads which 
are listed above. Many residents use these roads when traveling to and from the Township. 
 
Minor Arterial Roads (County Locals) - These roads provide for intemal traffic movement within 
a community and connect local land areas with the major arterial road system. Providing direct 
access to adjacent properties is an important function of these roads. The majority of the roads in 
Ontwa Township fall under this classification. Examples of such roads include May Street (east of 
M-62), Garver Lake Road, and North Shore Road. Over time, as development in the Township 
increases, traffic along minor arterials will also increase. Some minor arterial streets eventually 
become major arterial roads. 
 
Local Collector Roads - The sole function of local roads is to provide access to adjoining 
properties. In many cases, through-traffic is discouraged. Examples of such roads in Ontwa include 
Island Park Drive and Fillmore Drive. 
 
Local Feeder Roads - These roads provide for internal traffic movement within a specific area, 
such as a residential subdivision, serving to funnel traffic from local collector roads to arterial 
roads. Feeder roads are typically wider than other local roads and may have amenities such as 
sidewalks and lighting, and could be public or private. 
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Wastewater Facilities 
 
Wastewater facilities were first install in the Township in 1999 which included three districts, nine 
lift stations and approximately eight hundred ninety two customers. Those Districts were Eagle 
Lake, Garver Lake, and the Industrial Park. There are now five districts and seventeen lift stations 
with addition of JPC [Juno Lake (Mason Township), Painter Lake, and Christiana Lake], and the 
Village of Edwardsburg including the north side of Pleasant Lake.  The Township now has one 
thousand seven hundred and forty eight customers. 
 
Connection to the system is mandatory if the following rules apply. If a single home is two 
hundred feet or less from the wastewater system it has to be connected, unless it has water frontage 
then there is no maximum footage.  For a subdivision the rule is one hundred feet per lot. 
Example, if the subdivision has ten lots and the subdivision is one thousand feet or less from the 
system they would be required to connect. 
 
All wastewater from the districts is pumped to the City of Elkhart for treatment. The maximum 
the township can pump to Elkhart is nine hundred gallons a minute. The Township for the 
calendar year of 2009 average 9,922,921 gallons a month. 
 
Recreation Facilities 
 
There are a number of recreation facilities in the Ontwa Township area.  These include parks, 
playgrounds, lake access sites and golf courses.  The location of these facilties can be found on 
Map 4, Community Facilities.  Of note is the emerging Edwardsburg Sports Complex.  This 
facility is located west of the Village and on the north side of US-12.  When this complex is 
completed it will consist of soccer fields, softball and baseball diamonds, football fields, little 
league baseball diamonds and walking trails.   
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CHAPTER IV 
EXISTING LAND USE 

 
 
Map 6 illustrates the existing land use in Ontwa Township as of the early 1990's. The map is based 
on data collected from Cass County plat maps and aerial photography maps, with verifications of 
data by the Township Planning Commission. 
 
Ontwa Township is rural in character, with the majority of its land acreage considered agricultural 
or vacant/unused. Residential is the second most prevalent use. Homes are scattered throughout 
the Township. The highest concentration of residential use exists along the shorelines of Eagle, 
Christiana, and Garver Lakes, including the few subdivisions relatively close to the lakeshore. 
Additionally, a few subdivisions exist in the southwest portion of the Township. 
 
Commercial and industrial land uses in the Township are moderate in number. The Township 
has commercial corridors located along U.S. 12; one located just east of the Village and the other 
near the eastern border of the Township. A third area is along M-62 south of the Village of 
Edwardsburg. 
 
Other land uses, such as public/semi-public including golf courses, Township Hall, fire station, 
parks, and churches are located at various locations throughout the Township. 
 
Following is a description of the specific land uses in the Township. 
 
Agricultural and Vacant/Open Space 
 
As can be seen on Map 6, the Township has several large tracts throughout the Township. While 
several of these large tracts include a residential use, many are also utilized for agricultural 
purposes. These large tracts may also include woodlands and low-lying wetlands which are not 
under cultivation. The Township's abundance of large tracts of land used for agricultural wetlands, 
and PA 116 enrolled land are shown on Maps 2, 3 and 7, respectively. 
 
The major agricultural crops produced in Ontwa Township include corn, soybeans, wheat, and 
hay. Map 2 found in Chapter II, Natural Features, provides the location of prime farmland as 
indicated in the Cass County Soil Survey. 
 
P.A. 116 Enrolled Lands 
 
There is some land in the Township enrolled in the P.A. 116 Farmland Open Space Preservation 
Program (Map 7 and Table 9). Under this program, property owners agree to relinquish 
development rights to their land for a minimum enrollment period of ten years in exchange for 
tax credits. Given the level of participation by area farmers, it appears that P.A. 116 has helped to 
keep large portions of the Township devoted to farming or open space; however, the level of 
participation has wained in the last decade and may need to be promoted again in the near future.  
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Many of the farming areas contain lands which are naturally endowed with the soil quality, 
growing season, and moisture content necessary to sustain high crop yields under average farming 
practices. Farming such land is feasible with minimal input of energy and economic resources, and 
results in the least damage to the environment. 
 
 
 

TABLE 8 
 

P.A. 116 Enrolled Lands (in acres) 
 

As of February, 2010 
 
 
 Application Section Total Acres  Expiration 
  Number(s)  Numbers(s) Enrolled  Date 
 
  1  10 100  12/31/11 
 
  2  14  86   12/31/13 
 
  3  13  78   12/31/15 
 
 
As illustrated on Map 7 there are a few remaining properties designated as P.A. 116 agricultural 
lands in Ontwa Township. Specifically, the active concentrations exists in the southeast quarter of 
the Township. Although several acres enrolled in the program have reached expiration, the 
properties are subject to re-enrollment. 
 
Residential Land Use 
 
This category includes detached single-family homes, mobile home parks, and seasonal homes. 
The most common of these residential land uses found in Ontwa Township is the detached 
single-family home. As stated earlier, most of the residentially developed land is concentrated 
along or near Eagle, Christiana and Garver Lakes. 
 
In addition, the Township has a few residential corridors in the southwest quarter of the 
Township, near the state line. Specifically, residential corridors are located along Redfield Street, 
Sherman and State Line roads. Other existing residential land uses can be found spread 
throughout the Township, some of which are associated with agricultural uses or are non-farm 
dwelling units in the agricultural district. 
 



 28 

There are four mobile home parks within the Township. A mobile home park is located along 
North Shore Drive, east of Shirley Lane, in the northeast corner of the Township, another is 
located just southeast of the U.S. 12/Garver Lake Road intersection. The third is located north of 
Redfield Road near Elkhart Road, and the fourth is located at the southern Village limits.  
 
The Township's Zoning Ordinance provides for agricultural, low to medium density, and lake 
shore single-family residential districts as well as for mobile home parks. In the single-family 
residential districts, single-family homes and institutional uses (churches, schools, parks) are the 
general uses permitted. 
 
Commercial Land Use 
 
The commercial land uses identified within the Township include retail, service, and office types 
of facilities. Commercial land use within the Township is most predominantly located adjacent to 
U.S.12, just east ofthe Village limits and sporadically along the remaining portion of U.S.12. This 
area contains retail facilities which attract local business with some "passerby" business. Township 
residents are also served by commercial uses located within the Village of Edwardsburg. Other 
commercial uses which exist in the Township are generally located near the M-62/Redfield Street 
intersection.  The vast majority of businesses in the area are locally owned and operated. 
 
The Township's Zoning Ordinance provides for commercial development. The Commercial 
District is intended for retail businesses or service establishments which supply commodities or 
perform services which meet the daily needs of a community. 
 
Industrial Land Use 
 
Industrial development within the Township is concentrated north and south of May Street, just 
west of M-62. The Township Zoning Ordinance provides two industrial districts; one district is 
intended for light industrial uses such as wholesale activities, warehouses and industrial operations 
and the other district is intended for industrial activities such as manufacturing, assembling and 
fabrication activities including a large scale and specialized industrial operations.  The Georgie Boy 
operation (travel trailer business) was the largest operation in the industrial park area but has been 
substantially reduced in size due to the downturn in the ecomomy in recent years. 
 
Public and Semi-Public Use 
 
The public and semi-public land uses indicated on the existing land use map include land and 
facilities available for use by the general public or specific interest groups. Typically included in 
this land use category are public parks and Township facilities. In Ontwa Township, these lands 
are scattered throughout the Township. However, most of the public and semi-public facilities 
serving Township residents, such as the Township Hall and schools, are located within the Village 
of Edwardsburg or nearby. These land uses are described at more length in the "Community 
Facilities" section. 
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Ground Water Protection Area 
 
Ontwa Township has enacted an ordinance to: 
 
• Preserve and maintain existing and potential ground water supplies, aquifers, and ground water 

recharge areas of the Township, and protect them from adverse development or land use 
practices 

 
• Preserve and protect present and potential sources of drinking water supply for public health 

and safety 
 
• Conserve the natural resources of the Township 
 
• Protect the financial investment of the Township in its drinking water supply system and 
 to meet state requirements for wellhead protection 
 
• Assure that state regulations that help protect ground water are implemented consistently 
 when new or expanded development proposals are reviewed 
 
Map 8 illustrates the general location of the water wells in the Village and the groundwater 
protection area is the Township.  This joint effort by the Township and Village serves the residents 
of both communities to protect this valuable resource. 
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CHAPTER V 

PLANNING ANALYSIS 
 
 
This section of the plan examines the various components which have previously been described 
and undertakes an analysis of planning indicators and growth trends. This analysis will provide an 
understanding on how the Township has developed and with this knowledge the goals and 
objectives for future development can be established. 
 
By looking at population projections, the existing land use mix, and basic planning assumptions, 
the guidelines for determining the various land use needs can be accomplished. Through this 
process the Township Board and the Planning Commission will know if it is reasonable to plan 
for the development of several thousand acres or a few acres for a specific type of land use. 
 
Population Projections  
 
Projections of future population growth provide the bridge between the present and the future in 
the comprehensive planning process. These projections help determine future land use 
requirements as well as the demand for various public services and capital improvements. 
 
Projections of future population growth need to consider the growth of the larger geographic 
region of which the community is a part. For Ontwa Township, this involves considering future 
population growth within the Township as it relates to the growth characteristics of Cass County, 
as well as the State of Indiana border area. The growth of each of these geographic areas will 
influence the population growth of Ontwa Township. 
 
The techniques used in the past to project future population growth included the Constant 
Proportion Method, the Growth Rate Method and the Arithmetic Method. Due to the rapidly 
changing demographics of the area, all three methods underestimated the total population in the 
year 2000, and are deemed inappropriate at this time for future predictions.  
 
According to the mid-decade US Census Bureau population estimates, Ontwa Township had an 
estimated population of 5,871 in 2008, which is an increase of .10% from the 2000 Census 
population figure of 5,865.  Cass County experienced an estimated -1.6% decrease in population 
during the same time period.  Woods & Poole Economics’ population estimates show less than a 
one percent decline from 2000 to 2010 for Cass County; however, a 5% increase is projected each 
decade between 2010 and 2040 for the County.  If the Township continues to experience slightly 
more rapid population growth than the county overall, similar percentage increases in population 
could be assumed for the Township. Nevertheless, these projections would be contigent on future 
economic conditions within the region.  
 
While it is difficult to predict the future, it should be noted that the number of Building Pemits 
issued in 2005 peaked at 49, and since that year, the number of permits has decreased 
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substantially to 9 in 2009.  This trend is reflective of the weakening local housing market and 
national economy. 
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CHAPTER VI 
GOALS AND OBJECTIVES 

 
 
Planning goals are statements that express the community's long-range desires and serve to provide 
direction for related planning activities. The following goals and objectives have been developed by 
the Planning Commission as a foundation in establishing future direction. The goals are presented 
by major topic areas. 
 
Goal: Agriculture and Open Space 
 
Minimize the encroachment of residential, commercial and industrial uses into prime farming 
areas. 
 
Objectives 
 

• Through proper planning and transitional zoning techniques, discourage spot zoning and 
the encroachment of non-farm development into prime farm areas. 

 
• Encourage the use of P.A. 116 of 1974 preservation agreements by area farmers that are 

consistent with the overall land development needs of the area. 
 

• Identify areas that are presently zoned for agricultural use which, due to their location and 
the encroachment of non-farm development, should be planned and zoned for an 
alternative long-range use. 

 
Goal: The Environment 
 
Improve the image of Ontwa Township and conserve the area's natural resources such as lakes, 
groundwater, wetlands, the natural drainage network, woodlands, and wildlife habitat. 
 
Objectives 
 

• Institute land use plans, policies and regulations intended to minimize or avoid impacts on 
air and water quality. 

 
• Implement more stringent zoning and related development review tools that encourage 

land developers to take natural features such as soils, topography, hydrology, and natural 
vegetation into account in the process of site design. 

 
• Promote soil conservation and wise use of fertilizers and pesticides. 

 
• Establish landscape guidelines for new commercial, industrial, and residential 

developments which will offset the loss of natural vegetation caused by development. 
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• Determine the feasibility of establishing a Township recycling program/center. 

 
Goal: Residential Land Use and Housing 
 
Strengthen the stability of existing residential areas and accommodate a variety of housing 
opportunities to maintain affordability for a wide range of income levels. 
 
Objectives 
 

• Make improvements to local residential streets to ensure safe access to neighborhoods. 
 

• Encourage the maintenance and preservation of the existing housing stock through proper 
zoning and housing code enforcement. 

 
• Maintain efficient police, ambulance and fire service to the neighborhoods. 

 
• Implement zoning standards better equipped to influence the location and design of 

mobile home parks. 
 

• Protect residential areas from commercial and industrial land uses by requiring open space, 
landscaping, and buffered thoroughfares and encouraging transitional land uses. 

 
• New subdivisions should include amenities such as open space, sidewalks, bike and foot 

paths, linkages to commercial centers and parks. 
 
Goal: Commercial Development 
 
Provide for basic service and shopping needs in a manner that limits commercial strip 
development and prevents unnecessary traffic and land use conflicts. 
 
Objectives 
 

• Implement regulations that encourage the shared use of commercial driveways and control 
the number and spacing of driveways, especially along U.S. 12 and M-62. 

 
• Implement policies and regulations that promote family oriented neighborhood 

convenience centers. 
 

• Work with the local business community to encourage and maintain a desired mix of 
commercial and service opportunities available to Township residents. 

 
• Develop more stringent landscaping, sign, and building appearance guidelines or 

ordinances to promote aesthetics and the vitality of the commercial districts. 
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Goal: Industrial Development 
 
Provide for industrial development in industrial park settings. 
Objectives 
 

• Preserve land for future industrial purposes in and around areas which provide easy access 
to major arteries such as M-62. 

 
• Utilize tax incentives to attract small to medium sized corporations to locate within the 

Township. 
 

• Promote high quality industrial development through the use of local site plan review 
regulations. 

 
• Develop zoning regulations that separate residential areas from industrial areas with 

appropriate buffer strips, open space or other transitional land uses. 
 

• Use zoning to prevent incompatible uses from intruding into industrial areas. 
 
Goal: Transportation 
 
Provide for adequate transportation routes that will complement balanced, orderly growth and 
ensure convenience and safety for residents and workers. 
 
Objectives 
 

• Give priority to roads in areas intended to support the highest concentrations of 
development. 

 
• Continue to work with Cass County Road Commission to improve maintenance on 

existing roadways and to address traffic controls, sight restrictions, drainage and ditching 
 

• Maintain solid communication with Cass County Road Commission personnel to 
promote road improvement policies consistent with the goals of the Township. 

 
Goal: Community Facilities and Public Safety 
 
Achieve a high level of public safety and public services. 
 
Objectives 
 

• Expand the capabilities of the Edwardsburg/Ontwa Police and Ambulance Departments to 
match a standard ratio relating to the size of the Township's population as needed 
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• Provide street lighting in identified residential areas and at key street intersections where 

necessary. 
 
Goal: Parks and Recreation 
 
Develop a parks and recreation plan and expand outdoor recreation facilities to meet the needs of 
existing and future residents. 
 
Objectives 
 

• Acquire land areas for development of future parks—including open spaces for; play and 
preserves along the lakes for passive recreation. 

 
• Develop neighborhood park facilities to provide economical and convenient rec~ 

opportunities. 
 

• Work with developers to set aside land for parks and obtain easements for 
pedestrian/bicycle paths. 

 
Goal: Cooperative Planning with the Village and Adjacent Communities 
 
Objectives 
 

• Create a consistent means of communicating with the Village of Edwardsburg Council and 
Planning Commission. 

 
• Coordinate consistent and compatible land use decisions along the Village/Township 

borders. 
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CHAPTER VII 
FUTURE LAND USE PLAN 

 
 
The Future Land Use Plan is a compilation of descriptions, recommendations, and justifications 
for future land use in Ontwa Township. It serves as an overall framework for the management and 
regulation of future development and also serves as the basis for evaluating rezoning requests. 
 
The Township Planning Act, Public Act 168 of 1959, as amended, specifically gives a 
Township Planning Commission the authority to prepare and of ficially adopt a Plan. When 
prepared, officially adopted, and maintained, the Plan should provide an advisory guide for 
the physical conservation of certain areas and for the development of other areas into the best 
possible living environment for present and future township residents. 
 
Because of the constant change in our social economic structure and activities, the Plan must be 
maintained through periodic review and revision so that it reflects contemporary trends while 
maintaining long-range goals. 
 
The Master Land Use Plan is general in scope. It is not in most cases intended to establish precise 
boundaries of land use or exact locations of future uses. It is also important to note that there is 
no schedule to implement the recommendations contained here. The timing of a particular land 
use is dependent upon a number of factors such as availability of public utilities, provisions for 
adequate roadways, effect on public services, and the demand for a particular land use versus the 
available land zoned for this use. Those, plus other factors, must be considered when reviewing a 
request for rezoning a particular parcel of land. 
 
The Relationship of Planning to Zoning 
 
The relationship between land use planning and zoning is an important one. Planning is basically 
the act of planning the uses of land within a community for the future from a policy standpoint, 
while zoning is the act of regulating the use of these lands by law or ordinance. The laws of the 
State of Michigan require that a community engage in land use planning activities, including the 
preparation of a comprehensive plan or Master Plan, prior to the initiation of a zoning ordinance 
in a community. 
 
The following narrative provides a better understanding of the terms "planning" and "zoning". 
 
Land Use Planning 
 
Land Use Planning is the process of guiding the future growth and development of a community. 
Generally, a document known as the Master Plan is prepared, which addresses the various factors 
relating to the growth of a community. Through the processes of land use planning, it is intended 
that a community can preserve, promote, protect, and improve public health, safety, and general 
welfare. Additional considerations include: comfort, good order, appearance, convenience, law 
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enforcement and fire protection, preventing the overcrowding of land to avoid undue 
concentration of population, facilitating the adequate and efficient provision of transportation, 
water, sewage requirements and services, and conservation, development, utilization and 
protection of natural resources within the community. 
 
Zoning 
 
Zoning is one of the instruments, along with capital improvements programming and the 
administration of local subdivision regulations, which implements the goals and policies of a 
Master Plan. The enactment and administration of the zoning ordinance are legislative and 
administrative processes conducted by local units of government relating to the implementation of 
the goals and policies of the Master Plan. 
 
Plan Assumptions 
 
The goals and policies previously outlined, and analysis of the Township's physical, social and 
economic makeup has allowed the formulation of seven broad assumptions that were used in the 
development of a long-range development plan. These include: 
 
1. The use of public water and sewers continues to expand in the Township. Most of ti 

developing areas around Edwardsburg are able to utilize both while many other areas are able 
to hook up to the present sewer system. This is especially true around the lake areas of Eagle, 
Christiana and Garver. 

 
2. Additional improvements to major thoroughfares in the Township, such as M-62 and U.S.12, 

are not expected in the near future. 
 
3. The population is expected to increase over the next decade at a significant rate. 
 
4. Commercial land use should be planned in two perspectives. 
 
5. Commercial - Service Oriented: This type of commercial use consists of compact and confined 

commercial corridors which provide a "service center" for Township residents. Examples of 
uses common to this category include restaurants, dry-cleaning, grocery stores, and hardware 
stores. 

 
6. Commercial - General Business: This type of commercial use consists of linear commercial  

corridors which serve the general business needs of Township residents. Examples of uses 
common to this category include professional offices, office park, mini-storage facilities, and 
motels. Buffer zones and greenspace areas typically accompany these types of uses. 

 
7.  As indicated in the results of a past citizen survey, Township residents support the 

development of subdivisions, apartments and duplexes, retirement housing, commercial and 
industrial areas, and recreational facilities. 
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8. Commercial and industrial land uses need to be buffered from residential areas through open 

space, landscaping and screening. 
 
9. The Township is witnessing the encroachment of non-farm development into areas presently 

zoned for agricultural use. The Township should identify these areas and appropriately plan 
these areas for alternative long-range uses. 

 
Land Use Categories 
 
The Master Land Use Map recommends a number of different land use class)fications. The 
following descriptions of these future land use class)fications explain the intended uses and 
location characteristics for each class)fication. The locations of these class)fications is provided on 
Map 6, Future Land Use Map. 
 
Agricultural/Rural Estate Residential District (RE) 
 
This land use category is intended to accommodate farming as well as to provide for very 
lowdensity residential development with a density of approximately one unit per three acres. The 
recommended lot sizes will provide adequate area for septic system placement. Agricultural 
activities would be encouraged in these areas, as the primary land use. A secondary function of this 
category is to serve as a long range holding area for lands that might ultimately be considered for 
more intensive development when other areas become fully developed. 
 
The Agricultural/Rural Estate Residential class)fication recognizes the desire by homeowners for a 
rural environment relatively close to urban amenities. At the same time, this land category is 
intended to encourage the preservation of wetlands, woodlands, and open spaces which are useful 
as water retention and ground water discharge areas, provide valuable habitat for wildlife, and 
have important aesthetic and scenic values. 
 
The characteristics utilized in establishing the general boundaries and extent of the 
Agricultural/Rural Estate Residential planning areas include; relatively long distances from 
existing utilities and urban amenities, large areas of PA 116 Lands, areas with soils that are 
generally unsuitable to support intensive development due to severe topography or septic system 
limitation, and areas considered suitable for long term investment for farming due to current 
minimum land fragmentation. 
 
In summary, the primary objectives of this land use class)fication are: 
 
1. To preserve woodlands and wetlands which are essential as water retention, water purification  

and ground water recharge and which have important wildlife habitat, aesthetic and  
 scenic value. 
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2. To encourage the continued use of valuable farm land while accommodating rural estate types 
of residential development at a density that will maintain the overall rural character and not 
over extend the soil and roadways capabilities. 

 
 
3. To accommodate a wide variety of non-farm uses that require large land areas. 
 
 
4. To provide a "land bank" for areas of land that could be allowed to develop more intensively 

when the Township determines that more intensive structural development is appropriate and 
when the necessary public facilities and infrastructure are in place to support it. 

 
Single Family Residential (SFR) 
 
This land use category recognizes existing single-family platted subdivisions and makes provisions 
for new residential lot sizes ranging in size up to one acre. This land use category is intended to 
preserve and promote single-family dwellings as the predominant land use. Because SFR 
development should be located close to schools, parks, places of worship and recreational uses, 
these uses are considered compatible. 
 
It is not recommended that the rezoning of lands identified on the Land Use Plan for SFR be 
zoned to allow Low Density Residential development unless careful evaluation of specific soil 
conditions shows that soils are capable of supporting the development or public utilities are 
provided. Therefore, the boundaries of the low-density residential district are intended to 
represent the ultimate extent of the land use category within the planning period. To avoid 
leapfrog development, it is recommended that the rezoning of additional land to the low-density 
designation be done incrementally within the planning period based upon the need and 
availability of land within this category. It is envisioned that some of the land in this category will 
therefore be zoned in the Agricultural/Residential category for an indefinite period of time, until 
such time that it is desirable to create additional Low Density Residential lands. 
 
Multiple Family Residential Areas (MFR) 
 
The majority of Multiple Family Residential areas (MFR) illustrated on the Future Land Use Plan 
Map reflect existing conditions. The proposed areas are intended to satisfy the demands for 
apartment and attached dwelling units, while serving as transitional uses from commercial areas 
and transportation routes to the lower density residential uses. Some of the proposals are 
recommended as logical alternatives to commercial strip development. It is recommended that all 
multi-family developments be provided with public water and sewer facilities if it becomes 
available to ensure public health. 
 
The primary locations of planned multi-family residential includes the southeast corner of the 
U.S.12/Garver Lake Road intersection and area adjacent to the east side of M-62, just south of the 
Village limits. 
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Commercial (CI and C2) 
 
The Plan proposes two types of commercial land use categories; commercial-service and 
commercial-general. While the Master Land Use Map does distinguish between these two types of 
commercial areas, it should be recognized that finite boundary decisions on types of commercial 
development desired in specific locations may be made at the time of rezoning. 
 

Commercial-Service (C1) 
 
The Plan proposes commercial development within this category to serve the convenience 
shopping needs of the Township residents and to a lesser extent the needs of through 
vehicular traffic. This type of commercial use consists of compact and confined commercial 
corridors which provide a "service center" for Township residents. Such convenience retail 
uses would include a pharmacy, convenience store, ice cream shop, service station, banks, 
and similar types of uses. Commercial uses that generate higher traffic volumes and attract 
people from beyond the local area should not be encouraged within this category. The 
primary area suggested for this service-oriented commercial is located along U.S. 12, just 
east of the Village. 
 
 
Commercial-General (C-2) 
 
The intent of the General Commercial District is to provide areas for those commercial 
businesses and services that have large land needs and other types of businesses that are not 
generally compatible with small scale retail shopping and service establishments or larger 
scale shopping centers. Uses such as car and R.V. dealers, auto repair shops, lumber yards 
and similar uses are included in this category. Buffer zones and greenspace areas typically 
accompany these types of uses. 
 
The primary areas suggested for this general-business oriented commercial includes area 
adjacent to the east side of M-62, just south of the Village limits. Furthermore, a few of 
these areas are suggested along U.S. 12, in Sections 10 and 12 of the Township. 
 
For all new commercial development within the Township, specific site criteria are needed 
to assure that aufficient setback, landscaping, parking, drainage, driveway location, lighting, 
buffer, and sign controls are provided. Unless careful site planning and access controls are 
instituted, even a limited number of additional commercial establishments at a specific 
location within the Township could lead to traffic problems along adjoining roads. It is 
therefore recommended that, together with stringent site plan and access standards, the 
rezoning of land for commercial purposes be done incrementally to help assure that 
development is not done prematurely or haphazardly. 

 
 



 44 

 
Industrial Development (I) 
 
This category of land use is intended to accommodate a limited area for the support of such 
activities as manufacturing and processing, warehousing, and similar establishments. 
 
The Industrial Land Use category as depicted on the Future Land Use Plan is intended to provide 
and reserve an appropriate land area for existing and future industrial development. In doing so, it 
is recognized that moderate industrial development is viewed favorably by the Township due to 
the recognition of available and accessible lands. Therefore, the plan encourages moderate future 
industrial activity which includes logical extensions of previously planned or zoned industrial 
areas. Buffer zones and greenspace areas typically accompany these types of uses. 
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CHAPTER VIII 
IMPLEMENTATION 

 
 
In order for the Master Plan to serve as an effective guide to the continued development of Ontwa 
Township, it must be implemented. Primary responsibility for implementing the Plan rests with 
the Ontwa Township Board, the Planning Commission, and the Township staff. This is done 
through a number of methods. These include ordinances, programs, and administrative 
procedures which are described in this chapter. 
 
It is important to note that the Master Plan itself has no legal authority to regulate development in 
order to implement the recommendations of the Plan. This implementation must come from the 
decisions of the Township Board and Planning Commission to provide needed public 
improvements and to administer and establish regulatory measures relative to the use of the land. 
Cooperation between the Township and adjacent municipalities and Cass County is also essential 
 
The private sector, including individual home and land owners, is also involved in furfilling the 
recommendations of the Master Plan by the actual physical development of land uses and through 
the rezoning of land. The authority for this, however, comes from the Township. Cooperation 
between the public and private sectors is therefore important in successful implementation of the 
Master Plan. 
 
Previous elements of the Plan set forth Goals and Objectives and Land Use Plan 
recommendations which serve to guide the future development of Ontwa Township. Many of the 
specific implementation recommendations of this chapter are taken from these objectives. 
 
The following sections are a list of the major activities which the Ontwa Township Planning 
Commission should pursue in order to be pro-active in the implementation of this Master Plan. 
 
Zoning 
 
Zoning represents a legal means for the Township to regulate private property to achieve orderly 
land use relationships. It is the process most commonly used to implement community Master 
Plans. The zoning process consists of an of ficial zoning map and zoning ordinance text. 
 
The official zoning map divides the community into different zones or districts within which 
certain uses are permitted and others are not. The zoning ordinance text notes the uses which are 
permitted and establishes regulations to control densities, height, bulk, setbacks, lot sizes, and 
accessory uses. 
 
The zoning ordinance also sets forth procedures for special approval regulations and sign controls. 
These measures permit the Township to control the quality as well as the type of development. 
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Subsequent to the adoption of this Plan, the Township Planning Commission and Township 
Board should review and make any necessary revisions to the zoning regulations to ensure that 
potential changes are made to support the recommendations of the plan as outlined in the 
previous chapters. Furthermore, the zoning ordinance should be reviewed to ensure that certain 
sections are still appropriate and applicable as well as modernized to properly address today's 
development. 
 
Planning Commission Work Program 
 
The Plan recommends that the Planning Commission prepare a work program in January of each 
year. This work program would set forth the tasks or goals which the Planning Commission 
determines to accomplish for the upcoming year. This will allow the Commission to stay focused 
on important tasks and help to implement the goals and objectives identified with this Plan. 
 
The Planning Commission should also partake in a joint meeting with the Village of Edwardsburg 
Planning Commission on an annual basis to create a consistent means of communication and 
land use decisions. 
 
Planning Education 
 
Planning commissioners should attend planning seminars to keep themselves informed of 
planning issues and learn how to better carry out their duties and responsibilities as Planning 
commissioners. These seminars are regularly sponsored by the Michigan Society of Planning 
Officials (MSPO) and the Michigan Township Association (MTA) and are a valuable resource for 
Planning Commissions. There are also several planning publications which are a useful 
information tool for Planning commissioners. The main publications are Planning and Zoning News 
and Michigan Planner Magazine. 
 
Revisions To The Master Plan 
 
The Master Plan should be updated periodically (minor review every one to two years, major 
reviews every five to ten years) in order to be responsive to new growth trends and current 
Township attitudes. As growth occurs over the years, the Master Plan goals, land use information, 
population projections, and other pertinent data should be reviewed and revised as necessary so 
the Plan can continue to serve as a valid guide to the growth of the Township. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


