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The Railroad Point Natural Area consists of 

more than 200 acres of upland forest, 

wetlands, river frontage, and shoreline, with 

over 2700 feet of Crystal Lake frontage. The 

Natural Area offers spectacular views of Crystal 

Lake, and diverse forest, shoreline, and 

wetland areas which provide important habitat 

to a tremendous variety of plant and wildlife 

species.   

 

The Railroad Point Natural Area includes about 

66 acres that have been owned and managed 

by Benzie County as a public recreation area 

since 1998, along with about 143 acres that 

were included in a Michigan Natural Resources 

Trust Fund (MNRTF) grant award in December 

2010.  

 

The Railroad Point Natural Area Management 

Plan is intended to provide guidance for future 

activities and improvements in the Natural 

Area. The plan is designed to be consistent 

with, and to serve as an addendum to, the 

Benzie County Recreation and Cultural Master 

Plan. The Benzie County Recreation and 

Cultural Master Plan  provides a formal vision 

of the County’s recreation and cultural goals, 

objectives, and action strategies.  Management 

objectives in the Railroad Point Management 

Plan are based on the Recreation and Cultural 

Master Plan’s goal to manage Railroad Point 

for recreational access, environmental 

education, and resources stewardship.    

 

This plan should be reviewed often to ensure 

that goals are attained and that the park is 

being managed in accordance with the 

management goals and objectives.  

 

Property Acquisition and History 

In 1998, the MNRTF awarded funding to Benzie 

County in order to create a 66-acre Natural 

Area at Railroad Point. This original acquisition 

included 2700 feet of Crystal Lake shoreline 

and additional acreage to the south of Crystal 

Lake, consisting of steep slopes and upland 

forest. Three additional lakefront lots were 

added in 1999 to the northwest corner of the 

Natural Area.  

 

In 2010, the Benzie County Parks and 

Recreation was awarded a MNRTF grant to 

Railroad Point Natural Area  

Wetlands at Railroad Point Natural Area 
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expand and enhance the Natural Area, through 

the planned acquisition of an additional 143 

acres adjacent to the Natural Area. The 

additional acreage allows for more recreational 

opportunities and enhances the quality and 

quantity of hunting and fishing opportunities. 

Fundraising efforts for matching funds, 

acquisition, and operating costs were led by 

the Grand Traverse Regional Land Conservancy 

from 2011-2012.   

 

An endowment fund was established at the 

time of the original acquisition in 1997 to 

support management activities at the Natural 

Area. The endowment fund is held at the Grand 

Traverse Regional Community Foundation. 

Three members appointed by the Parks and 

Recreation Commission, and approved by the 

Community Foundation serve as an advisory 

board to the Railroad Point fund. 

 

Natural Area Description 

Railroad Point is located in the west central 

region of Benzie County, about 5 miles east of 

Frankfort and 2.5 miles from Beulah, in Crystal 

Lake and Benzonia Townships. The property 

includes a great variety of habitat diversity, 

including frontage along the Crystal Lake 

shoreline, forests, wetlands, and frontage along 

the Betsie River and Outlet Creek.  

 

The Railroad Point Natural Area, along with the 

neighboring Crystal Lake Outlet property, 

constitute 57% of publically-owned shoreline 

on Crystal Lake. Crystal Lake is the ninth largest 

 

 

Plan Process 
 

The Benzie County Parks and Recreation 

Commission began work on the Management 

Plan in the spring of 2013, with assistance from 

the Northwest Michigan Council of 

Governments (NWMCOG). The Railroad Point 

Committee, a committee appointed by the 

Parks and Recreation Commission, provided 

oversight in the development of the document. 

To obtain public and stakeholder input, 

NWMCOG interviews began with stakeholders 

including:  

 Neighboring property owners 

 Benzie Conservation District 

 Betsie Valley Trail 

 Conservation Resource Alliance 

 Crystal Lake & Watershed Association 

 Grand Traverse Regional Land Conservancy 

 Hunting and fishing representatives 

 Village of Beulah 

 Benzie County Parks and Recreation 
Commission 

 

In addition, public meetings were held  to 
review draft documents and allow public 
comment on the following dates: 

 May 6, 2013 

 August 5, 2013 

 September 

The plan was adopted by the Parks and 
Recreation Commission on __. 

Railroad Point Natural Area Management Plan 
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inland lake in Michigan, covering about 15 

square miles, and is known for its brilliant blue 

water, scenic views, and water clarity. Crystal 

Lake is popular with fishermen, pleasure 

boaters, and swimmers, and the scenic 

qualities of the lake have made it popular as a 

site for vacation and shoreline homes. Railroad 

Point and the Crystal Lake Outlet property 

together make up the longest stretch of natural 

shoreline on Crystal Lake—about 4300 feet.  

 

In addition to Crystal Lake frontage, Railroad 

Point Natural Area also includes frontage along 

the Outlet Creek and the Bestie River. The 

Betsie River was the second river in the state to 

be designated a Michigan Natural River, and 

has a sub-classification as Wild-Scenic.  The 

river serves as significant wildlife habitat and 

offers high-quality hunting, trapping, wildlife 

viewing, and fishing. The most recent DNR 

angler census estimated that between 40,000 

and 65,000 angler hours were spent annually 

on the Betsie River between April and October, 

with fishing mainly concentrated on salmon 

and steelhead, along with white suckers, brown 

trout, northern pike, rock bass, and 

smallmouth bass.  Although most species are 

naturally reproducing, brown trout and 

steelhead are stocked annually to supplement 

the fishery. 

 

The Outlet Creek is a warm-water stream that 

connects Crystal Lake to the Betsie River. A 

dam is located at the creek’s exit to Crystal 

Lake, which regulates water level in Crystal 

Lake and causes extreme variability in the flows 

of the Outlet Creek.  Outlet Creek, due to 

historic dredging activity that altered the 

stream’s habitat, features extensive marsh 

areas and several ponds that serve as habitat 

for a variety of bird, mammal, amphibian, and 

reptile species.  A hardwood-conifer swamp 

and northern shrub are swamp found in areas 

along the creek, while other areas feature low 

sandy ridges with a mix of northern white-

cedar and hemlock.  

 

For the purposes of the Management Plan, the 

property is divided into four main sections (see 

map, page 4):  

 Management Area A forms the northern 

boundary of the Natural Area and includes 

2700 feet of Crystal Lake shoreline and a 

half-mile section of the Betsie Valley Trail. 

This section of the Natural Area includes 

the Crystal Lake frontage that was part of 

the 1998 Railroad Point acquisition, and 

also includes a recent 1/3-acre acquisition 

along Crystal Lake that includes an 

uninhabited lakefront cottage.  

 Management Area B extends up a north-

facing bluff from Management Area A to 

encompass the upland forest, Mary 

Margaret Johnson Trail, and Railroad Point 

Natural Area parking lot off of Mollineux 

Road.  This area was included in the 

original 1998 Railroad Point acquisition. 

The steep slope located in this 

Management Area constitutes a fragile 

habitat with important aesthetic, soil 

erosion protection, water quality, and 

wildlife habitat values. Vegetation types 

Introduction 
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include a mix of northern hardwoods and 

upland grass.  

 Management Area C includes the property 

acquisition to the south of Management 

Area B. This area consists primarily of 

cutover forested areas, shrubs, and 

forested wetlands, and is adjacent to 

property owned by the Michigan 

Department of Natural Resources.  

 Management Area D includes wetlands 

and Betsie River and Outlet Creek frontage 

to the immediate south of Management 

Area C, across M-115.  Habitat in this 

Management Area includes a northern 

hardwood forest that rises from 

surrounding wetlands. Also within 

Management Area D is the Betsie River 

floodplain. Management Area D makes up 

the southernmost boundary of the park, 

and was added to the Railroad Point 

Natural Area as part of the 2013 

acquisition.  

 

The Natural Area’s diverse habitat of shoreline, 

river, upland and wetland, open field, mature 

forest, and thick brush acts as an important 

wildlife corridor and habitat for a variety of 

species, These include populations of whitetail 

deer, bobcat, black bear, otter, wild turkey, 

coyote, muskrat, beaver, and mink, along with   

endangered or special concern species such as 

the red-shouldered hawk, a threatened species 

in Michigan.  Management Areas C and D serve 

as a wildlife corridor and habitat for  numerous 

species, including wood duck, mallards wood 

turtle, great blue heron, and many others.  

 

Current and Historic Use 

Railroad Point Natural Area is used for a variety 

of activities including hiking, bird watching, 

hunting, snowshoeing, swimming, boating, and 

fishing, along with arts and cultural activities 

such as painting and photography.  

 

Many visitors access Management Area A by 

foot or on bicycle along the Betsie Valley Trail, 

which is subject to its own usage restrictions. 

Dog walking is not permitted on the Betsie 

Valley Trail, but is allowed on the Mary 

Margaret Johnson Trail located in Management 

Area B; while bicycling is allowed on the Betsie 

Valley Trail but is not permitted on the Mary 

Margaret Johnson Trail or within other areas of 

the park.  

 

The Natural Area’s habitat creates an excellent 

opportunity to view a wide variety of birds, 

mammals, amphibians, and reptiles, and offers 

excellent conditions for hunting, fishing, and 

trapping. In Management Area D, hunters and 

fishers typically access the property via boat or 

canoe, often from the nearby DNR-owned 

Adams Road boat launch.  

 

Neighboring Properties 

Railroad Point Natural Area is located amidst a 

variety of other public recreational 

opportunities, including (see map, page 3):  

 The Crystal Lake Outlet property is owned 

by the Michigan Department of Natural 

Resources Access Division, and is located 
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Introduction 

immediately adjacent to the western 

boundary of Railroad Point Natural Area. 

The property includes a dam that regulates 

water levels in Crystal Lake, along with a 

beach that is heavily used during the 

summer months for swimming. Many 

visitors access the Crystal Lake Outlet 

beach from their boats; others access the 

property from Mollineaux Road. A 

designated parking lot is currently available 

for the Outlet property; however, 

occasional overflow during the summer 

months leads to parking along Mollineaux 

Road.  A parking area and restroom is 

planned for DNR-owned property along 

Mollineaux Road, enhancing the amenities 

of the system of public land. 

 The DNR boat launch is located to the east 

of Management Areas A and B. The boat 

launch is accessed by a drive off Mollineaux 

Rd, just off M-115.  

 The Betsie Valley Trail extends 

approximately 22 miles throughout Benzie 

County. This trail is widely used for both 

hiking and biking and serves as a 

connection between communities and 

parks throughout Benzie County. The 

Betsie Valley Trail spans about a half-mile 

inside the borders of the Natural Area 

along the Crystal Lake shoreline. Many  

Betsie Valley Trail users access Railroad 

Point Natural Area via the Betsie Valley 

Trail from the DNR parking lot along 

Mollineaux Road, or from trail access in 

nearby Beulah.   

 The Adams Road boat launch is located to 

the southwest of Management Area D. The 

boat launch provides access to the Betsie 

River. A parking lot is located adjacent to 

the boat launch. In addition to providing 

access to the Betsie River, the parking lot is 

used as a staging area for the Betsie Valley 

Trail.   

 

 

Dam at neighboring Crystal Lake Outlet property 
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Planning Considerations 

Appropriate activities and uses in Railroad 

Point Natural Area will be defined in large 

measure by its natural environment. 

Management of the Natural Area must occur 

within the parameters of Michigan Natural 

Resources Trust Fund agreements, and should 

focus on enhancing and preserving the 

sensitive environmental areas, wildlife habitat, 

and other unique resources of the Natural  

Area, while ensuring public access.  All activities 

and improvements at the Natural Area are to 

be consistent with the goals of the Benzie 

County Recreation and Cultural Master Plan. 

Uses and Activities 

Usage and activities at the Natural Area will 

primarily focus on passive recreation such as: 

hiking, snowshoeing,  bird or wildlife watching, 

education, arts and culture, hunting and 

fishing, along with bicycling on the Betsie 

Valley Trail.  

The habitat and river access in the wetlands 

portion south of Mollineaux Road are ideal for 

hunting, fishing, and birdwatching. 

Management areas A and B, originally acquired 

by the County in 1998, have also been used for 

guided hikes, educational events, and 

stewardship activities conducted by local 

organizations including the Michigan 

Department of Natural Resources, the Crystal 

Lake Watershed Association, the Benzie 

Conservation District, the Grand Traverse 

Regional Land Conservancy, and the Invasive 

Species Network. Education, volunteer, and 

stewardship activities have been important 

activities at the Natural Area and are 

encouraged to continue. 

Entrance signage at Mollineaux Road parking lot, access to Management Area  B. 
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Horseback riding and motorized vehicles are 

prohibited. 

Mary Margaret Johnson Trail and Betsie 

Valley Trail 

The Railroad Point Natural Area parking lot is 

the trailhead for the Mary Margaret Johnson 

Trail and provides for hiking and snowshoeing 

access to Management Area B. There is a gravel 

parking lot for ten cars and portable toilet 

facilities located off Mollineaux Road (see map, 

page 4). The Mary Margaret Johnson Trail 

system includes two sections of trail—a trail 

that extends about one-third of a mile north 

from the parking area to the bluff top, with an 

overlook area that provides views of Crystal 

Lake, and a quarter-mile loop that extends 

from the main trail to the northeast corner of 

the Natural Area. Together, the two trail 

sections make up a 1.5 mile round-trip hike 

through an upland forest habitat.  

Additionally, a scenic, half-mile section of the 

Betsie Valley Trail runs along the shore of 

Crystal Lake through the RRPNA, situated 

between the Crystal Lake shoreline and the 

wooded bluff that parallels the lake shore. The 

Betsie Valley Trail (BVT) extends 22 miles 

through Benzie County.   

Management Areas A and B offer opportunities 

for trail expansion. The existing Mary Margaret 

Johnson Trail could include low-impact trails to 

the western portion of the bluff. Another trail 

expansion idea would entail a connection with 

Management Area A at the bottom of the bluff, 

with stairs to provide access from the Mary 

Margaret Johnson Trail to Management Area A, 

and vice versa.  

Connections between Management Areas A  

and B could provide a number of benefits to 

users of both trails. By creating access to the 

scenic overlook at the top of the bluff—an 

amenity not easily accessible from the Betsie 

Valley Trail—a connection would provide an 

introduction to the Natural Area for Betsie 

Valley Trail users, particularly visitors to the 

County, who may not be aware of the Natural 

Area.  

 Should such a direct connection occur, 

between Management Areas A and B, 

additional signage should be provided along 

both trails to provide wayfinding information 

and location of amenities such as parking and 

restrooms. Additionally, any decisions relative 

to a trail connection should also consider the 

long-term investment needs associated with 

the construction and upkeep of a trail or 

stairway up the bluff, and ensure safe crossings 

across the Betsie Valley Trail.   

Railroad Point Natural Area parking lot 
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Crystal Lake overlook from Management Area B 

Management Area C 

Management Area C, which is currently 

undeveloped, consists primarily of cutover 

forested areas and forested. This area was 

recognized for its quality hunting opportunities, 

and  for its potential for trail expansion, with 

the potential to provide linkages to other parts 

of the Natural Area and nearby public 

properties.   

Management Area D 

The recently acquired wetland property south 

of M-115 is currently undeveloped. Visitors 

access to the property by boat from the Betsie 

River, or via Weishaar Road, a seasonal County 

road that acts as the eastern  boundary of the 

property. The natural character of the property 

was recognized as a primary asset by the 

community.  

Due to seasonal water levels Management 

Area D is likely to see less use in summer and is 

likely to be more appealing to users in winter, 

early spring, or fall.  The wet, buggy conditions 

make it difficult to access by foot, and vehicle 

access and parking are limited.  

To improve access for passive recreation, 

activities that may be considered include 

improvements to vehicle access and parking, 

and visitor access improvements throughout 

the property via boardwalk trails or bridges.  

A boardwalk trail looping through the wetland 

areas could provide greater access to the 

property for the public, and could eventually be 
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connected to adjacent public properties 

including adjacent parking areas. 

Properly sited and constructed trails and 

boardwalks could prevent erosion and 

widening of the creek by funneling use to well 

constructed areas, providing access to the 

wetland and creeks. The Conservation 

Resource Alliance, a not-for-profit organization, 

could be a resource to support the Benzie 

County Parks and Recreation Commission in 

providing infrastructure in a way that 

minimizes impact to the creek and wetland and 

abides by Natural River laws.  

Additionally, the property includes an upland 

ridge that may be accessible for hiking without 

boardwalk trails; however, to access this area 

of the property, park users need to cross the 

creek. A small bridge over Outlet Creek could 

provide access to the upland areas in the site 

and allow users to walk the property in winter 

or shoulder seasons for hunting, snowshoeing, 

fishing, or birdwatching, without additional trail 

construction. 

To enhance vehicle access and parking, 

improvements could be considered for the end 

of Weishaar Road, such as a wider gravel area 

that could provide a better turn-around or 

parking area. Another vehicle access/driveway 

is available at a former homesite on the 

property, but is less conducive to access due to 

sensitive environmental conditions and poison 

ivy. Also, Weishaar Road provides access closer 

to the Betsie River, which is seen as a focal 

point for the property.  

To accurately identify and mark exact 

boundaries and property lines, a property-wide 

survey is strongly recommended.  

Forestry Management 

Forest areas make up a significant amount of 

the Natural Area. Forestry management at the 

Natural Area has been considered as an activity 

in order to maintain a healthy forest with 

varying species and age class diversity, as well 

as to address concerns regarding the impact of 

the emerald ash borer and beech bark disease 

on the health of the forest areas within the 

park. Revenue from forestry activities could be 

used for maintenance or park improvements. A 

forestry management plan was developed in 

Mary Margaret Johnson Trail 
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2007 for Management Areas A and B, with the 

primary goal of creating a sustainable and 

healthy forest (see appendix).  

 

However, some forestry management practices 

may impact the Natural Area’s ecosystem or 

recreational values. As such, a number of 

considerations have been identified for 

consideration prior to any forestry 

management activities:  

 Consider flora and fauna inventories to 

determine any areas of special concern. 

 Consider the impact of forestry activities on 

the proliferation of invasive species. 

 Minimize the visual impact to the Mary 

Margaret Johnson trail and consider trail 

buffers except for the removal of trees that 

could be considered unsafe to trail users.  

 

Invasive Species 

A number of invasive species have been 

identified on or near the property, including 

garlic mustard, honeysuckle, and phragmites.  

The property should continue to be monitored 

and assessed to determine invasive species 

issues and priorities to be addressed by 

management activities.  

In the past, volunteer organizations including 

the Grand Traverse Regional Land Conservancy, 

the Benzie Conservation District,  and the 

Crystal Lake Watershed Association have 

worked in partnership with the Benzie County 

Parks and Recreation Commission to address 

invasive species issues. However, limited 

organizational capacities require ongoing 

participation from these organizations and  

volunteers. Recently, a regional organization, 

the Invasive Species Network, has worked to 

address these issues. Participation from 

additional volunteer or stewardship groups 

should be encouraged. There are also a 

number of opportunities for partnerships with 

stewardship organizations in education and 

outreach in connection with invasive species.  

 

Shoreline 

While there are no designated beaches or 

swimming areas within the Natural Area, 

swimming is permitted along the shoreline of 

Management Area A.  Increased usage of the 

shoreline area may necessitate some 

monitoring for any potential erosion issues.  

Additionally, vegetation along the shoreline will 

help prevent erosion, and without a designated 

“stopping point,” varied usage patterns will 

likely mitigate erosion and other impacts to the 

shoreline.   

Entrance to Railroad Point from Betsie Valley Trail 
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Access, Facilities, and Improvements 

Parking access to Railroad Point Natural Area is 

located along Mollineaux Road, and vehicle 

access to Management Area D is available from 

Weishaar Rd.  

Existing (portable) restroom facilities are 

located at the Railroad Point Natural Area 

Trailhead parking lot on Mollineaux Road, and 

are also located at the nearby DNR boat 

launch. Restrooms are also planned for the 

Crystal Lake Outlet parking lot that is planned 

by the DNR.  

Benches are located along the Betsie Valley 

Trail, and a bench is also sited at the overlook 

along the Mary Margaret Johnson Trail.  

Currently, the Betsie Valley Trail provides non-

motorized access to shoreline areas of the 

park. Improvements and facilities will be 

focused on providing low-impact, non-

motorized recreational opportunities.  

Signage 

Signage identifying Railroad Point Natural Area 

is currently located on the Betsie Valley Trail 

and at the Railroad Point Natural Area parking 

lot off Mollineaux Road. Additional signage for 

wayfinding and informational purposes may 

include: 

 A State-approved recreation sign, on M-

115, to direct people to the Natural Area  

 Signs at parking lots showing Railroad Point 

Natural Area property boundaries, access 

points, trail routes, public property, and 

private property. 

 Educational/interpretive signage to inform 

park users of the Natural Area’s unique 

environmental features and items of 

historical interest. 

 Any other required signage. 

 

Signage within the Natural Area should be 

properly located and consider intrusions on 

neighboring private property.  

 

Cottage 

A small lakefront cottage is located on property 

that was included in the 2010 Natural 

Resources Trust Fund grant award, in 

Management Area A. A review and decision by 

the MNRTF relative to the use or removal of 

the cottage is currently pending. Depending on 

the MNRTF decision, the cottage may be 

adaptively reused by the County for 

recreational purposes.  

 

Betsie Valley Trail  and Crystal Lake Shoreline. 
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Maintenance and Enforcement 

Ongoing maintenance and cleanup will be 

necessary in all management areas. 

Illegal dumping occurs throughout Railroad 

Point Natural Area currently. Additional 

enforcement activities, signage, monitoring, 

and additional usage of the property may 

discourage illegal dumping.  

Stewardship 

All areas of the property offer tremendous 

opportunity for education and stewardship 

activities, including guided hikes, school trips, 

and nature walks.  

To assist in coordinating stewardship activities, 

and to ensure appropriate usage of the Natural 

Area by all groups, the Parks and Recreation 

Commission may develop policies associated 

with the educational or other group usage of 

the park. 

 

Natural Area Administration  

The Railroad Point  Natural Area is managed 

with oversight from the Benzie County Parks 

and Recreation Commission, a ten-member 

board created under  PA 261 of 1965 (MDNR, 

2006) that serves as the governing body of the 

majority of recreation assets and activities in 

the County. The Parks and Recreation 

Commission’s works to achieve the goals of the 

Benzie County Recreation and Cultural Plan in 

line with its mission, as follows:  

 To provide quality recreational 

opportunities for all residents and visitors  

 To protect and maximize the existing 

resources of the County 

 To foster stewardship and partnership for 

the expansion of recreational resources for 

future community benefit. 

 

Many of the activities and improvements at the 

park, including the purchase, planning, and trail 

building, have been conducted in large 

measure by a partnership between County 

officials and the Grand Traverse Regional Land 

Conservancy (GTRLC).  Following property 

acquisition, Benzie County Parks and 

Recreation is responsible for park activities, 

improvements, maintenance, and 

management.  

Benzie County Board 

The Benzie County Board of Commissioners is 

elected to adopt budgets, approve contracts, 

adopt policies, and oversee staff.  Management 

activities, expenses, and decisions at the 

Natural Area will be reviewed and approved by 

the Benzie County Board of Commissioners. 

Volunteers 

Volunteer engagement and stewardship have 

historically been important in Natural Area 

activities, and will continue to be critical to long

-term management of the property. Potential 

volunteer activities may include routine 

maintenance; trail improvements; park 

monitoring; and park programming.  
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Close coordination and strong working 

relationships between the County and existing 

friends or stewardship groups will be key in 

meeting Management Plan goals and 

objectives. Volunteer and stewardship partners 

may include organizations such as:  

 Benzie Conservation District 

 Betsie Valley Trail 

 Crystal Lake & Watershed Association 

 Conservation Resource Alliance 

 Department of Natural Resources 

 Grand Traverse Regional Land Conservancy 

 Invasive Species Network 

 

Additionally, “friends groups” are currently 

engaged and provide support for the 

management of two existing County 

recreational facilities, the Betsie Valley Trail 

and the Point Betsie Lighthouse. These groups 

are incorporated as 501(c)3 entities, and 

provide vital, ongoing support to these 

facilities. Activities include conducting 

fundraising activities, coordinating volunteers, 

and conducting management activities that 

ensure the long-term maintenance of these 

critical recreation assets.  A similar approach in 

Natural Area management, with a “Friends of 

Railroad Point Natural Area” group, could 

provide important support and resources for 

meeting management goals and maintenance 

needs.  

Funding 

An Railroad Point Natural Area endowment 

fund was established as part of the original 

1998 property acquisition to cover costs of 

management activities that protect and 

maintain the natural features of the Railroad 

Point Natural Area. The Fund is held at the 

Grand Traverse Regional Community 

Foundation. Distributions of the fund are paid 

to the Benzie County Treasurer. A three-

member advisory board that is appointed by 

the Benzie County Parks and Recreation 

Commission works to grow and manage the 

fund. 

Wetlands in Management Area D 
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Management Statement 

The Railroad Point Natural Area will be 

managed as low-impact passive recreation area 

to preserve and protect its diverse, fragile, and 

unique environmental features. The Natural 

Area will provide for recreational and 

educational public access and usage. Activities 

may include hiking, bird watching, hunting,  

fishing, snowshoeing, bicycling along the Betsie 

Valley Trail, and arts and cultural activities such 

as painting and photography. Off-road 

motorized vehicle usage is prohibited within 

the natural area. All activities and 

improvements will be consistent with the goals 

of the Benzie County Recreation and Cultural 

Master Plan.  

Management Goals 

The Railroad Point Management Plan 

establishes and administers long-term 

guidelines for the careful management and 

perpetual protection of the Railroad Point 

Natural Area that meets all the provisions of 

the Michigan Natural Resources Trust Fund 

Grant Agreement. This plan will guide the 

Benzie County Parks and Recreation 

Commission in meeting the following 

management goals for the Railroad Point 

Natural Area:  

1. Protect the diversity and fragile natural 

features found in the Natural Area.  

2. Develop and manage public access for all 

users to the Natural Area for recreational 

uses consistent with preservation goals.  

3. Facilitate environmental education 

experiences centered on the Natural Area’s 

rich natural and historical features.  

 

Goals & Objectives 

Usage and Signage 

Ensure that usage of the Natural Area is 

accessible to all users for non-motorized 

outdoor recreation.  

 Increase access for persons with disabilities 

and other users to all areas of the park.  

Goals, Objectives, & Actions 

  

Management Area D 
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 Develop and install wayfinding/locational 

signage along M-115 and Mollineaux Rd.  

 Develop and provide additional signage at 

parking lot, ridgeline, and shoreline areas 

to inform users of appropriate activities/

usage and rules, including: 

 Off-road motorized vehicles are 

prohibited.  

 Horseback riding is prohibited.  

 Dogs are not permitted on the 

Betsie Valley Trail. Dogs in other 

areas of the park must be leashed.   

 Fines/enforcement for litter and 

illegal dumping. 

 Develop and provide signage to ensure 

privacy of neighboring properties. 

 Locate new informational signage 

away from private properties in 

order to minimize intrusion or 

trespass. 

 Regularly monitor park activities and usage 

to determine where usage-related issues 

may arise and how they may be addressed.  

 Consider enforcement options for violation 

of Natural Area rules.  

 Provide information/signage, at entry 

points and along the trail, to identify trail 

routes. 

 Provide information at entry points relative 

to hunting seasons. 

 

Access 

Ensure adequate and appropriate access for all 

users.  

 Survey Railroad Point Natural Area to 

accurately identify all ownership 

boundaries. 

 Prepare and make available print 

and electronic maps showing all 

Natural Area properties, trails, 

amenities, and access points.   

 Mark park property boundaries to 

minimize trespass on neighboring 

private properties. 

 Consider parking area or other 

improvements, such as a small turnaround, 

at the end of Weishaar Road, to provide for 

better vehicle access to the wetland 

property. 

 Maintain and enhance the Railroad Point  

Natural Area Mollineaux Rd parking lot.  

 

Improvements and Structures 

Consider environmental conditions and the 

natural character of the park when siting and/

or designing park improvements.  

 Consider additional benches along the 

Mary Margaret Johnson Trail.  

 Continue to provide and maintain restroom 

facilities at the Railroad Point Natural Area 

parking lot. 

 Conduct immediate and regular 

maintenance as funds allow.  

 

Trails 

Goals, Objectives, and Actions 
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Develop, maintain and monitor trails to ensure 

safe and appropriate usage. 

 Provide ongoing maintenance and clean up 

of the Mary Margaret Johnson Trail and 

any future trails. 

 Consider expanding  the Mary Margaret 

Johnson Trail to offer users longer hiking 

loops and showcase the area’s scenic 

views.  

 Consider a trail linkage to connect the Mary 

Margaret Johnson Trail to the Management 

Area A.  

 Assess factors including cost, 

environmental impact, and long-

term maintenance needs for any 

trail connection.  

 Design and install directional 

signage along the Betsie Valley 

Trail to direct users to the Mary 

Margaret Johnson Trail.  

 Consider development of a bridge over the 

Outlet Creek in the wetlands property to 

provide access to upland areas within the 

wetland. 

 Consider boardwalk trails for wetland 

property.  

 Assess factors including cost, 

environmental impact, seasonal 

water levels, and long term 

maintenance needs for any 

boardwalk trail development. 

 Plan and design trail routes in 

consideration of environmental 

constraints and potential impacts, 

including Betsie River Natural 

Rivers requirements relative to 

stream crossings and setbacks.  

 Consider educational and interpretive 

signage along trails to highlight 

environmental features and points of 

historical interest. 

Resource Conservation 

Manage the Natural Area so as to preserve and 

protect the site’s diverse, fragile, and unique 

natural resources. 

 Develop and use flora and fauna 

inventories to identify areas for special 

consideration for management activities.  

 Work with partners and volunteers to 

assess impact on natural features prior to 

implementation of park improvements. 

 Update and implement the 2007 forestry/

timber management plan for the Natural 

Area in Management Areas A and B, and 

develop a forestry management plan for 

Management Areas C and D, in 

consideration of the approved Michigan 

State Forest Management Plan.  

 

Neighboring Recreational Areas and 

Properties 

Recognize neighboring recreational assets and 

properties that are critical components of the 

Railroad Point Natural Area experience .  

 Consider management activities and 

improvements in the context of 

Railroad Point Natural Area Management Plan  
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neighboring and nearby recreational 

properties, including the MDNR-owned 

Outlet property, the Betsie Valley Trail, the 

DNR boat launch, Adams Road Boat 

Launch, and recreational amenities in 

nearby communities.  

 Coordinate closely with MDNR, Friends 

groups, and other organizations to ensure 

efficient and cooperative management of 

all recreation assets within and 

surrounding Railroad Point Natural Area.  

 Ensure regular communication 

relative to Management Plan goals 

and planned activities. 

 Identify and implement 

opportunities to collaborate on 

shared management objectives.  

 Identify neighboring recreational areas and 

activities in appropriate Natural Area 

informational signage.  

 Consistent with the goals of the Benzie 

County Recreation and Cultural Master 

Plan, assess neighboring properties for the 

potential for acquisition and/or permanent 

protection or conservation easements that 

could enhance the resource protection and 

recreation goals of Railroad Point Natural 

Area.  

Administration 

Encourage volunteer and public engagement in 

Natural Area management activities. 

 Continue to convene the Railroad Point 

Committee, a subcommittee of the Benzie 

County Parks and Recreation Commission, 

to review and advise on Natural Area 

management activities.  

 Consider working with volunteers and 

stakeholder organization to create a 

“Friends of Railroad Point” group to assist 

in fundraising, management, and 

maintenance of the Natural Area.  

 Work closely with stakeholders, community 

partners and stewardship groups to 

coordinate management activities and park 

improvements. 

 Identify point-of-contact and/or process for 

the Railroad Point Committee to 

coordinate with volunteers, partner 

organizations, the Parks and Recreation 

Commission, MDNR and the County Board 

of Commissioners.  

Adams Road boat launch 

Goals, Objectives, and Actions 
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Appendix 

2007 Railroad Point Forestry Stewardship Plan 
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