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OAKLAND COUNTY PARKS ACQUIRING 186 ACRES IN INDEPENDENCE TOWNSHIP

OAKLAND COUNTY - Independence Oaks County Park near Clarkston will expand by 186 acres when a purchase agreement is signed for one of the most significant high quality green spaces in Oakland County. The total acreage at Independence Oaks will expand to 1,274 acres making it the largest of the 13 Oakland County Parks.

The addition will bring the total acreage of the Oakland County Parks and Recreation Commission's 13 properties up to 6,686 acres. Oakland County Parks Executive Officer Dan Stencil expects the transfer of ownership to be complete by the end of March.

The property's $2.836 million purchase price will be paid for with $1.74 million from the Oakland County Parks, $945,000 from a Michigan Department of Natural Resources Trust Fund grant, a contribution of $16,000 from the North Oakland Headwaters Land Conservancy, rental income from three residences on the site for the next six months, and a potential pending grant application to the Carls Foundation through a partnership with Ducks Unlimited.  The NOHLC donation will come from a fund created by multiple small donations from residents within Independence Township, where the acquisition is located.

"We are beyond pleased to add this jewel to our system and to be able to preserve it for generations to come," Stencil said. "This acquisition has been of interest to the Oakland County Parks and Recreation Commission for a long time. The Upper Bushman Lake Property is classified by the Michigan Natural Features Inventory as a priority 1 natural area for conservation."

The pristine property features a 31-acre lake within its boundaries. It is situated northeast of Independence Oaks County Park and bordered by Sashabaw and Oak Hill roads. The corners of the two properties connect tip-to-tip through wetlands creating opportunities for a boardwalk connector trail. 

According to Stencil, more than 700 acres of Independence Oaks habitat are directly influenced by water quality from the Upper Bushman Lake property.

"This acquisition will allow for the preservation of nearly 1,000 acres of contiguous habitat in the headwaters of the Clinton River," Stencil said. "The Upper Bushman Lake property also has a hardwood-conifer swamp which is rare in the state.  Walking this land you really get the feel that you are in northern Michigan."                                                                               

And walking is one of the main activities Stencil hopes the property will provide to county residents and visitors alike. Public interest surveys commissioned by the Oakland County Parks in 2006, 2008 and 2009 indicated that trail use is the most important form of recreation to Oakland County residents. Surveys also indicated preservation of open space is a high priority. 

Independence Oaks offers more than 14 miles of nature trails. The Upper Bushman property, according to Stencil, already has a number of "two track" trails established. 

"Oakland County residents have spoken and their overwhelming response is they want the Oakland County Parks and Recreation Commission to maintain and create more trails for walking, hiking, biking and equestrian use," Stencil said. 

"There are also potential connections using the high tension power line corridor owned by ITC Transmission as a critical north/south connector for Oak Routes, the county-wide trail network," Stencil said. 

Long term, Stencil and staff will create recreation opportunities for fishing, non-motorized boating, cross-country skiing and hunting on the property. An analysis will be done to determine whether to raze or repurpose three residential structures on the property.

"There is a lot of interest from the public in outdoor adventure programs and heritage sports such as fishing and hunting, backcountry camping, a high ropes course and archery, canoeing and kayaking. These programs need to be made accessible to people of all abilities," he said. "We will welcome public input in our master planning process. Staff will also analyze the potential impact of proposed recreation opportunities on the natural resource base of this property."

Stencil projects the property will be available for public use by late 2010/early 2011.

Independence Oaks County Parks is located on Sashabaw Road, 2 ½ miles north of I-75.

On August 3, 2010, Oakland County voters will be asked to vote on the renewal of a 10-year millage of .2415 for the purpose of operating, maintaining, improving and acquiring parks and recreation areas and facilities in Oakland County, Michigan.

For more information about Oakland County Parks, visit DestinationOakland.com. 

