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PROTECTING LAKE MICHIGAN'S SHORELINE COMMUNITIES: RECONNECTING LAKESHORE DRIVE

1. PROJECT DESCRIPTION

1.1 Overview

The Allegan County Road Commission (ACRC), in partnership with the West Michigan Regional
Planning Commission (WMRPC), is requesting $7.4M from the Better Utilizing Investments to
Leverage Development (BUILD) Program to support the Protecting Lake Michigan's Shoreline
Communities: Reconnecting Lakeshore Drive Project. This $9.2M project addresses a long
history of severe coastal erosion and washouts along Lake Michigan in Saugatuck Township.
Originally serving as a vital connection between northern and southern Saugatuck Township,
Lakeshore Drive is rapidly deteriorating, posing immense danger to residents who rely on it.

Lakeshore Drive deterioration has reached a critical point and is too unsafe to remain in use.
Since a major washout in 1988 eliminated north-south access, residents, visitors, and emergency
services have been impacted by the continued erosion of the roadway and its embankment.
Rather than using temporary fixes like washout reconstruction and stabilization projects, ACRC
proposes a permanent solution: constructing a new inland road to connect 126" Avenue and
130" Avenue, along with a separated, non-motorized shared-use path to safely accommodate
walkers and cyclists. The Project is the keystone in a community-driven need to build resilience
along the shoreline and will directly address all eight BUILD merit criteria as shown in Table 1-1.

TABLE 1-1 | MERIT CRITERIA IMPLEMENTATION STRATEGIES

Merit Criterion Implementation Strategy

Safety e Eliminate erosion safety risks to traveling motorists & reduce
emergency response time
e Construct a dedicated shared use path for cyclists/pedestrians

Environmental e Improve resilience and redundancy of an at-risk roadway

Sustainability » Incorporate vegetated swales and tree canopy

Quality of Life e Improve trip affordability and beauty for travelers to bike and walk
e Improve family travel experience with amenities and landscaping

Mobility & Community » Reconnect homes, businesses, and communities along shoreline

Connectivity » Enhance accessibility for travelers with ADA-compliant design

Economic Competitiveness o Reconnect a critical roadway to boost tourism and public activity

& Opportunity  Improve mobility of freight vehicles and reduce bottlenecks

State of Good Repair e Replace poor condition and damaged road with new inland road

e Eliminate the burden of continuous investments

Partnership & Collaboration e Provide context sensitive upgrades to reflect community needs
e Connectto cyclist/pedestrian facilities and recreational space

Innovation e Enhance the readiness of emerging transportation technologies
e Deliver project safely and efficiently
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1.2 Scope of Work

Technical and Engineering Aspects of the Project

The Project will replace a segment of Lakeshore Drive in Allegan County, Michigan by constructing
a new inland road connecting 126™ Avenue and 130" Avenue (Wiley Road) and a separated, non-
motorized shared-use path. This Project will:

e Replace damaged roadway (which is currently without sidewalks) with a new local roadway
with 11-foot width of traveled way and 6-foot paved shoulders on both sides.

e Construct a 10-foot wide, separated, shared-use path on the west side of the new roadway to
ensure the safety of non-motorized road users, including families.

e Include three strategic connector branches that extend from the new roadway out to
homesites where uninterrupted access is currently needed.

e Install a greenspace buffer with preserved mature trees between the non-motorized path and
the new road to encourage slower speeds, while providing beautification and environmental
benefits.

1.3 Current Design Level

The conceptual planning for this project was completed through a feasibility study funded by the
Michigan Department of Environment, Great Lakes, and Energy (EGLE) Coastal Management
Program grant in 2022. Preliminary plans, specifications, and estimates (PS&E) have been
developed for the Project as part of another EGLE Coastal Management Program grant in 2023. The
design criteria for the new roadway incorporate American Association of State Highway and
Transportation Officials (AASHTO), Michigan Department of Transportation (MDOT) and ACRC
specifications and guidelines. The design approach has been conservative, pending the securing of
funding, after which the final design criteria will be established.

An initial environmental review has been conducted, evaluating wetlands, streams, threatened and
endangered species, cultural resources, and potential contamination sites. This review involved an
area overview, development of initial routes for investigation, field surveys, and data collection to
assess potential impacts and required mitigation measures. Upon confirmation of BUILD funding,
a comprehensive environmental analysis will be conducted to ensure National Environmental
Policy Act (NEPA) compliance. The necessary preliminary historical, archaeological, and
environmental data have been identified and collected in anticipation of the next steps.

Property acquisition is necessary and much of the preliminary work has been done to determine
what will be needed. NEPA clearance will be required before formally acquiring the right of way.
ACRC is poised to finalize this process upon receiving NEPA clearance, expected by September
2026. ACRC has previously led a public outreach and stakeholder engagement campaign to secure
support from local residents, property owners, local agencies, and utility partners for the Project.
Further public outreach will take place during future environmental reviews and permitting
processes.
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1.4 Placing the Project in Broader Context

Saugatuck Township, located in Allegan County, Michigan, is a naturally beautiful destination that
offers gorgeous views of Lake Michigan throughout the year. Saugatuck is a one-of-a-kind tourist
destination known for its arts, small town feel, recreation opportunities, and Oval Beach. The
seasonal summer population of Saugatuck swells to three times its year-round population and the
area receives over 2 million visitors annually,
according to a Michigan Coastal Community
Working Waterfronts Case Study. Saugatuck’s
proximity to major cities including Chicago,
Detroit, and Grand Rapids makes it an apt
destination for day trips and vacations. Saugatuck
has become known as the “Bed and Breakfast”
capital of the Midwest.

FIGURE 1-1 | AERIAL VIEW OF ROADWAY
SEGMENT PROXIMITY TO THE BLUFF

Lakeshore Drive provides the only means of
access for many homes and businesses in
Saugatuck Township. Future road closures may
resultin the complete loss of access unless
mitigation action is taken to either protect the
roadway or provide additional access routes.

Existing land use in the project areais largely

FIGURE 1-2 | PROJECT LOCATION MAP
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1.5 Project Location
Description

Lakeshore Drive is a public primary road under

ACRC jurisdiction. The study area comprises a / '/.1.30thAve.

(Wiley Road)

2.25-mile stretch of Lakeshore Drive between /e

126™ Avenue and the Saugatuck Township limit Washout . ®
(north of Wiley Road). Figure 1-2 shows the study V‘,\fzsth Ave. \,;“,,;Z}‘;L-%
area bound between Lake Michigan, I-196, and 7 | .
Blue Star Highway. There are no secondary means ‘ oo K ¢

of access to properties north of M-89 or south of =
Wiley Road. The paved edge of road sits anywhere  Source: Allegan County Road Commission,
from 5 feet to 100 feet from the top of a steep 60- State of Michigan GIS Open Data
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https://www.michiganseagrant.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/13-721-Saugatuck-Case-Study-Working-Waterfronts.pdf
https://www.michiganseagrant.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/13-721-Saugatuck-Case-Study-Working-Waterfronts.pdf
https://gis-michigan.opendata.arcgis.com/
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foot-high bluff as seen in Figure 1-1. For the most part, there are no houses between the road and
Lake Michigan. Houses are located on the east side and overlook the road and lake to the west. The
road itself sits within a 66-foot-wide public road right-of-way. The property on either side is
privately owned, including the bluff down to Lake Michigan.

For the past 38 years, the character of the area has been defined by this road configuration.
Lakeshore Drive is highly used for recreational activities such as walking and biking in addition to
providing access to homes and businesses. Lakeshore Drive is also the only route for emergency
service vehicles to reach adjacent properties, and the 1988 washout led to increased response
times for ambulance, fire, and police services. The proposed Project is the construction of a
more inland road corridor between 126" Avenue and 130" Avenue (Wiley Road).

According to the BUILD Grant Project Location Verification tool, this Project is located in two
census tracts that form Saugatuck Township (26005030801 and 26005030802). The Project is
located in a rural area based on the BUILD tool’s 2020 Census Designated Urban Areas with a
Population Greater Than 200,000 data. US Census Bureau data indicates that the region consists
of a majority older adult population (65+). Individuals in a later life stage tend to be more
vulnerable for a variety of reasons, including financial constraints, limited mobility and a greater
likelihood of disability and poor health.

1.6 Transportation Challenges to be Addressed

Coastal Erosion and Roadway Infrastructure Vulnerability

Lakeshore Drive faces a severe and recurring safety threat due to its proximity to Lake Michigan,
where persistent erosion has significantly compromised the roadway (Figure 1-3). The erosion
near the roadway has created dangerous conditions, increasing the risk of roadway collapses and
jeopardizing the safety of road users. Over the years, many attempts have been made to maintain
the road’s usability and mitigate the erosion impacts, but these measures have provided only
temporary relief against the forces of nature.
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https://experience.arcgis.com/experience/09642b69d90f4377856a6aef3e0bd2e9
https://data.census.gov/profile/Saugatuck_township,_Allegan_County,_Michigan?g=060XX00US2600571720#populations-and-people

2022 " 2026

The proposed Project will address these erosion challenges by implementing a managed
retreat strategy—relocating the north-south roadway inland, away from the vulnerable shoreline
area. This inland shift not only mitigates the immediate threats posed by erosion, but also
enhances the long-term safety and resilience of roadway infrastructure in Saugatuck Township.

Safety and Connectivity Challenges

The current design of Lakeshore Drive does not provide safe options for pedestrians and cyclists,
forcing them to navigate a vehicle-dominated road with no designated sidewalks or bike paths. As
a result, non-motorized users and families must rely on the hope that drivers are paying attention
and will avoid hitting them. To address these challenges, the Project includes a 10-foot-wide
shared-use path running parallel to the new roadway. By separating non-motorized users from
vehicular traffic, the Project will reduce the likelihood of crashes and enhance mobility for all.
Further, improved roadway design features, including lighting, clear signage, and traffic-
calming measures, will create a safer and more navigable corridor for all users.

In 1988, a portion of Lakeshore Drive was lost due to a washout and never reopened. This resulted
in the road becoming a one-mile dead-end in each direction, with the loss of through connectivity
for several properties. The Project responds to the long-term access and connectivity needs of
lakeshore homes. The new road includes three strategic connector branches which will help
reestablish reliable access to these residential properties.
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