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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The Village of Eau Claire, Michigan is
dedicated to improving the quality of life
for its residents through the ongoing
enhancement and development of its
parks and recreation system. The Village
of Eau Claire Parks and Recreation
Comprehensive Plan 2026-2030 serves
as a strategic framework for advancing
public parks, recreational areas, open
spaces, and greenways across the
community.

To qualify for grant funding, the Michigan
Department of Natural Resources
(MDNR) mandates that communities
have an approved Five-Year Community
Recreation Plan in place. This
comprehensive plan will ensure that Eau
Claire remains eligible for these crucial
grants, supporting the Village’s efforts to
achieve their parks and recreation

objectives.

The Village of Eau Claire Parks and Recreation Comprehensive Plan 2026-2030 is centered on the
following key goals:

a) Promote the benefits of recreational and park facilities to the community.

b) Enhance outdoor athletic and recreational facilities by improving parks, recreation
properties, and equipment, with a focus on providing accessible recreational opportunities.

c) Emphasize safety, security, and ADA compliance at all facilities.

d) Base decisions on input from public comments, recommendations from the Village
Manager and Public Works Supervisor, and the results of the Parks and Recreation Survey.

The planning process included gathering detailed information about the Village of Eau Claire,
including the location, history, and community demographics, along with a thorough inventory and
assessment of existing recreational facilities. Public input from initial surveys and feedback,
combined with goals from previous plans and input from village officials, has guided the
development of the current plan’s objectives. The Village of Eau Claire Parks and Recreation
Comprehensive Plan 2026-2030 is designed to address the most pressing needs and enhance the
overall well-being of the Eau Claire community.
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COMMUNITY DESCRIPTIONS
COMMUNITY LOCATION AND PLAN JURISDICTION

The Village of Eau Claire is located in east-central Berrien County, approximately 14 miles
southeast of the City of Benton Harbor. The Village is bordered by Pipestone Township to the north
and Berrien Township to the south. The community’s service area is limited to the Village
boundaries, encompassing approximately 0.74 square miles.

The Village of Eau Claire owns and maintains approximately 17 acres of parkland, providing
residents and visitors with valuable opportunities for recreation, relaxation, and community
gatherings. The Village’s park system includes two primary parks - Veteran’s Park and Elizabeth
Park as well as approximately 7 acres of baseball fields and connecting paths that link recreational
areas throughout the community.

DEVELOPMENT HISTORY

The Village of Eau Claire traces its origins to 1835, when Henry Rush cleared a small plot of land to
plant his first crops. This land that would later form the foundation of the community. Two families
named Weaver, relatives of Mrs. Rush, soon joined him, and the small settlement began to grow.
By 1861, the population had increased enough for the area to be formally established as a village.

A post office was soon added under the guidance of local resident William Smythe Farmer. When
asked to name the new post office, Farmer, moved by the beauty of a nearby brook, chose the
name “Eau Claire,” meaning “clear water” in French. Henry Rush served as the first postmaster.

The arrival of the Big Four Railroad mainline in 1882, within a half mile of the original settlement,
marked a turning point in the Village’s development. Recognizing the importance of the new
transportation link, residents relocated closer to the tracks. Businesses quickly followed, including
a drug store, hotel, manufacturing plant, cider mill, and stove company, all contributing to the
growing vitality of the community. Eau Claire was officially incorporated in 1891, with a population
of 318.
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The Village operates today as a general law Michigan government. Early settlers were drawn to the
area’s fertile farmland and convenient access to transportation routes. First via wagon roads and
interurban rail, and later by modern highways linking Eau Claire to regional centers such as Benton
Harbor and South Bend.

Today, Eau Claire is recognized for its small-town character, agricultural heritage, and growing
business opportunities. The community continues to reflect the spirit expressed during its
centennial celebration: Eau Claire is a “one-hundred-fifty-year story of the greatest thing in
America... its people.”

LAND USE, NATURAL CONTEXT, AND PHYSICAL FEATURES
Land Use

Eau Claire can be described as a traditional neighborhood development (TND) community,
characterized by a central business district surrounded by compact residential neighborhoods.
This development pattern dates to the Village’s founding in the late 1800s and reflects the planning
principles of small-town America.

During the growth period of the 1940s through the 1960s, Eau Claire’s compact development
expanded outward, yet it maintained its cohesive and walkable form. The Village’s historic layout
continues to provide a high degree of walkability, allowing residents to easily travel by foot between
their homes, the downtown area, and the surrounding business district.

This traditional pattern of land use continues to define Eau Claire’s small-town charm and
character, creating the welcoming atmosphere that both residents and visitors value today.

Natural Context and Physical Features

The Village of Eau Claire is enriched by a variety of natural and scenic features that contribute to its
small-town charm and quality of life. A branch of Farmers Creek flows through the community,
providing areas of wetland habitat, mature vegetation along its banks, and picturesque views that
reflect the Village’s agricultural and natural heritage. Mature trees line many of Eau Claire’s
neighborhood streets and park areas, offering shade and enhancing the Village’s inviting character.
The community’s connected park areas and pathways weave through residential neighborhoods,
providing residents with convenient access to open spaces, recreation areas, and the scenic creek
corridor.

Floodplains and Wetlands

The Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) identifies areas nationwide that have a one-
percent annual chance of flooding, commonly referred to as the 100-year floodplain, based on
factors such as high-water flows, low-lying terrain, and surface water accumulation. According to
the National Flood Hazard Layer (NFHL) Viewer, no areas within the Village of Eau Claire are
currently classified by FEMA as flood hazard zones.
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Several areas along the creek and within the village limits are designated as wetlands. Wetlands
are saturated areas that encompass swamps, marshes, bogs, wet meadows, mud flats, and
natural ponds. They offer numerous benefits, including filtering, storing, and recharging
groundwater; acting as buffers for flood control; supporting wildlife such as waterfowl and fish;
purifying water; producing oxygen; and providing recreational opportunities. Therefore, in
alignment with state and federal initiatives, developmentin areas that impact Eau Claire's
wetlands should be discouraged. Protecting these wetlands is essential for maintaining the health
of the local watershed.

National Wetlands Inventory 2005

Freshwater Emergent Wetland
Freshwater Forested/Shrub Wetland

Freshwater Pond

. Lake

Other
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Riverine

Data from EGLE Wetlands Map Viewer

Soils

According to the Web Soil Survey, most of the Village of Eau Claire is composed of well-drained
sandy and loamy soils, with gently rolling terrain and some steeper slopes in localized areas. The
Riddles-Oshtemo complex is the predominant soil type, characterized by good drainage and a
deep water table, exceeding eighty inches. A few areas within the Village feature shallow water
tables (less than one foot deep) and poorly drained soils.
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SOCIAL CHARACTERISTICS

Population

According to the 2020 Decennial Census, the Village of Eau Claire had a total population of 552
residents and 216 households. This represents a decrease from the 2010 Census, which recorded
625 residents and 214 households. The Village’s historic population peak occurred in 2000, when
656 residents were counted.
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Age Structure

The median age in the Village of Eau Claire is 35.6 years, which is younger than both the Berrien
County median age of 42.2 and the State of Michigan median age of 40.3.

Income, Poverty, and Employment

The median household income in Eau Claire is $61,667—comparable to Berrien County’s median
of $61,333 and slightly below the State median of $66,986. The Village has an unemployment rate
of 1.8%, with 44.9% of residents not in the labor force and 18.9% living below the poverty line. The
leading employment sectors among residents include management, sales and office occupations,
construction, and transportation-related industries.
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ADMINISTRATIVE STRUCTURE

The Village of Eau Claire operates as a General Law Village under a Council/President form of
government. The Village Council serves as the highest elected authority and consists of a Village
President and several Trustees. The President serves a two-year term, while Trustees serve four-
year terms. The Planning Commission functions as an advisory body to the Village Council.

ROLES OF COMMISSION(S) OR ADVISORY BOARDS

The Village of Eau Claire does not maintain a separate Parks and Recreation Department. Under
the provisions of Public Act 161 of 1911, municipalities are authorized to operate systems of public
recreation and playgrounds. While the Village has not established a formal recreation commission,
it has delegated responsibility for parks and recreation planning and oversight to the Planning
Commission

DEPARTMENT, AUTHORITY, AND/OR STAFF DESCRIPTION

Public Works provides for the maintenance of all Village-owned recreation properties. Security for
the parks is provided by the Eau Claire Police Department. Maintenance of the parks averages
about 500 hours of time from the Department of Public Works employees.

ANNUAL AND PROJECTED BUDGETS AND FUNDING SOURCES

Parks and recreation operations, maintenance, and capital improvements are funded through the
Village’s General Fund. At present, there are no specific line-item budget allocations dedicated
solely to parks and recreation. The Village’s fiscal year extends from March 1 through February 28.

Funding for parks and recreation improvements is provided primarily by the Village of Eau Claire,
with the potential for supplemental funding from private sources to serve as local matches for
state or grant funds.

ROLE OF VOLUNTEERS AND ORGANIZATIONS

Because the Village does not have large or heavily programmed park areas, there is limited demand
for a formal volunteer program. However, volunteer participation is encouraged and utilized when
opportunities arise.

RELATIONSHIP WITH EAU CLAIRE PUBLIC SCHOOLS

The Village of Eau Claire maintains a strong partnership with the local school district. This
partnership includes joint use of public spaces like the baseball fields.
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VILLAGE OF EAU CLAIRE ORGANIZATIONAL CHART
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RECREATION INVENTORY
METHODS USED TO CONDUCT THE INVENTORY

The previous Recreation Inventory, prepared for the unsubmitted 2023 plan, served as a foundation
for this update. Wightman staff consulted with village officials and visited village parks to assess
changes and improvements, as well as to conduct an ADA accessibility evaluation based on the
2010 ADA Standards for Accessible Design. County parks and privately owned facilities were
researched online to confirm their current status. Village officials reviewed the updated inventory
and provided feedback and suggestions.

VILLAGE PARKS

Public recreation and open space in the Village of Eau Claire consists of two parks and baseball
fields. A location map that shows all the parks can be found on Page 13. The parks include
Elizabeth Park, Veteran’s Park and the baseball fields, named Village Park West for clarity. A trail
also connects all three parks. The Accessibility Grade is based on the DNR Accessibility Grading
System for Parks and Recreation Facilities shown below.

DNR Accessibility Grading System for Parks and Recreation Facilities

Accessibility Grade Definition
1 None of the facilities meet accessibility guidelines
2 Some facilities meet accessibility guidelines
3 Most facilities meet accessibility guidelines
4 The entire park meets accessibility guidelines
5 The entire park was developed using the principles of universal design
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Eau Claire has benefited from several grant-
funded park improvement projects over the
years. The Village received a Land and Water
Conservation Fund (LWCF) grant in 1976,
which supported the establishment of its
three original parks. The grant funded the
construction of a ball diamond, landscaping,
additional parking, and an LWCF sign at
Village Park West; an access road, two
shuffleboard courts, picnic equipment, and
an LWCF sign at Elizabeth Park; and picnic
equipment, two shuffleboard courts, and an
LWCF sign at Lions Park (now Veterans Park). Elizabeth Park’s New Play Structure

In 1993, Eau Claire received an additional $37,500 in LWCF funds to make barrier-free accessibility
improvements, install a pavilion garage door, upgrade parking areas, and add new playground
equipment.

In 2016, the Village was awarded a Michigan Natural Resources Trust Fund (MNRTF) grant for the
development of approximately 5,000 feet of non-motorized pathway connecting Elizabeth Park,
Veterans Park, and Village Park West. The project also included two trailhead areas located at the
southeast corner of Veterans Park and near the ball fields in Village Park West, creating a safe and
scenic route that links Eau Claire’s main recreational areas.

Most recently, in 2024, Eau Claire successfully acquired playground equipment from Silver Beach
County Park in St. Joseph. The equipment was divided between Veterans Park and Elizabeth Park to
provide age-appropriate play options for children at both locations. The Eau Claire Village Council
voted to accept the equipment and covered transportation costs, with the help of community
volunteers.

Veteran’s Park Pavillion
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Elizabeth Park

Acreage: 7

Location: 7440 Hickory St; west side of
Hickory St at Hoyt St

Amenities: Picnic shelter, swings, play
structures, open play field, volleyball
court, views of water tower

Recent improvements: Playground
equipment from Silver Beach, new trails
and benches

Accessibility Grade: 2

Accessibility Assessment: Few barrier-
free access paths, limited parking,
surfacing beneath, pathways to the play
structures could be more accessible

Acreage: 3

Location: 7288 Second St; northwest
corner of West Main St & Second St

Amenities: Pavillion, brook frontage,
playground equipment, structure, open
play field, volleyball court

Recent improvements: Playground
equipment from Silver Beach; new trails
and benches

Accessibility Grade: 2

Accessibility Assessment: Paved paths

not available for all amenities, surfacing
beneath and pathways to the play
structures could be more accessible
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Village Park West (Baseball Fields)

Acreage: 7

Location: West side of lvy Court, north
of Apple Street

Amenities: Open play field, baseball
fields, concession stands, creek
frontage

Recent improvements: New trails to
park

Accessibility Grade: 2

Accessibility Assessment: Paved paths
not available for all amenities, some
steep slopes

Length (ft): 5,000

Location: Connects all three parks and
meanders through Elizabeth and
Veteran’s Parks

Amenities: Benches, crosswalks, creek
views, bins

Recent improvements: New trails to
park

Accessibility Grade: 4

Accessibility Assessment: Trail width
and slopes are accessible; a few more
parking opportunities and benches
might improve usability
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EAU CLAIRE PUBLIC SCHOOL FACILITIES

In addition to the village’s public parks, residents may utilize Eau Claire Public
School facilities. Each location offers additional recreational opportunities for
the community, featuring gyms, classrooms, libraries, and outdoor facilities.
Eau Claire High School and Middle School is located on the west side of
Hochberger Road at Aubill Drive. Eau Claire school grounds include baseball
fields and open green space, which are used for both school athletics and community recreation.
Lybrook Elementary School is located on the south side of West Main Street, between Fourth Street
and Fifth Street. Lynbrook school grounds feature football and baseball fields, as well as play
structures that provide recreation opportunities for younger children and families.
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MAP OF VILLAGE PARKS
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DESCRIPTION OF THE PLANNING PROCESS

This variation of Village of Eau Claire Parks and Recreation Plan began in Fall 2023. Wightman (W+)
led the planning process, developing a citizen survey that collected demographic information,
recreational interests, and input on existing facilities. WAI also conducted a detailed inventory of
recreational facilities and identified deficiencies. Using a systems approach to planning, the Village
analyzed the survey results alongside the recreation inventory to determine the community’s
recreation needs. Due to staffing changes and other difficulties, the plan was not filed in 2024. In
2025, W+ reviewed and updated the recreation plan begun in 2023 for a 2026-2029 plan.

DESCRIPTION OF THE PUBLIC INPUT PROCESS

Early Public Input

On November 6, 2023, a public survey was made available on the Village website and shared
through local Facebook groups, with physical copies also distributed with the monthly water bills.
The survey included 11 questions, four of which addressed household location, ages of residents,
and accessibility of parks, while the remaining seven focused on park usage, community priorities,
support for a parks fund or new park, and desired recreational amenities. The Village received 22
responses, primarily from residents. Survey results indicate that most respondents would not
support a parks fund or a new park, and that most visit the parks once per week or once per month.
Respondents identified the top priorities for improvements or additions in Eau Claire as trails,
restroom facilities, playground equipment, fitness stations or outdoor equipment, and a dog park.
In November 2025, a short follow-up survey was conducted to highlight the Village’s new goals and
to meet Recreation Plan requirements for a survey completed within a year of plan submittal.

Survey responses can be found in Appendix D, Early Public Input (Survey Results).
Public Review Period

Once the draft plan was completed, residents were given a well-publicized opportunity and more
than 30 days to review and comment on the plan before its official adoption. The draft plan was
made available for review at convenient locations, including the Village Hall. To notify the
community about this review opportunity, various methods were employed, including the village’s
website and as well as a notice with water bills. The notices provided clear instructions for
residents on how to submit their comments through the village clerk’s email address. After the
review period, a summary of all comments received was compiled and feedback was used to make
modifications to the draft plan. Documentation of the notices may be found in Appendix E, Public
Notices (Draft Plan and Public Hearing).
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Public Hearing and Resolution of Adoption

The final means of soliciting public input was an advertised public hearing, held after the public
review period. The public was given the opportunity to provide comments prior to passing a
resolution to adopt the plan, in accordance with the Open Meetings Act, PA 267 of 1976. This public
hearing was held as part of a regularly scheduled meeting on December 15, 2025. The public
hearing occurred followed by the resolution for adoption by the Village. The public hearing and the
resolution for adoption were conducted as separate agenda items.

Advance notice for the public hearing was provided in the manner typically used by the community
for such events, including postings on the village’s website and hall door. The announcement
included information on the time, date, and location of the public hearing. Proof of the notice's
location and posting date can be found in Appendix E, Public Notices (Draft Plan and Public
Hearing).

The final resolution to adopt the plan came from the Village Commission in the form of a resolution
of adoption, with the template for this resolution available in Appendix G, Official Resolutions.
Public hearing minutes reflected a call for public comment and document where comments were
received. These minutes can be found in Appendix F, Meeting Minutes.

HIGHLIGHTS FROM THE 2025 COMMUNITY SURVEY

Additional details may be found in Appendix D, Early Public Input (Survey Results).
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GOALS AND OBJECTIVES

Based on public input from the community survey, public review, and hearing, along with insights
gathered during regular planning meetings held by the Village of Eau Claire, the following goals and
objectives have been established:

1.

Apply Safe Design Principles to Make Neighborhood Parks Safer

The Village will maintain open sight lines and visible open spaces to enhance visibility and
security within its parks. Additionally, Eau Claire will continue to enforce dawn-to-dusk
park hours to promote safety and ensure that public spaces remain welcoming and secure
for all users.

Collaborate with Agencies and Organizations to Expand Recreational Opportunities
Eau Claire will seek assistance and partnerships with other agencies and organizations to
expand and diversify recreational offerings. In 2023, the Village adopted the Berrien County
Trails Master Plan and committed to aligning local goals with countywide trail initiatives. A
key focus includes the potential development of a Railroad Park Trail, which would connect
Eau Claire to Pipestone Township and enhance regional trail access.

Pursue Grant Funding for Park and Program Development

The Village will actively pursue federal, state, and foundation grants to support the
development of recreational facilities and programs. By utilizing the expertise of Village
staff and professional consultants, Eau Claire will continue to explore and apply for grant
funding opportunities that advance future park and facility projects.

Increase Facility Usage Through Continuous Improvement of Existing Parks

Eau Claire will enhance accessibility for all user groups, add new amenities based on
community feedback and needs, and maintain and upgrade existing park infrastructure.
These efforts aim to ensure that the Village’s parks remain safe, high-quality, and inviting
spaces that encourage regular community use.

Expand Opportunities for Trails, Paths, and Bikeways

The Village will work to increase opportunities for walking, biking, running, and other
outdoor activities through the creation and enhancement of trails, paths, and bikeways.
Objectives under this goal include attracting young families and new park users, improving
connections between parks and neighborhoods, and promoting active living and
community connectivity within Eau Claire.
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ACTION PROGRAM

Estimated | Fundin Goals
Year1-2026 g

Cost Sources Met
Acquire approximately two acres of
former railroad property for Grants / General 2.5
development of the Railroad Park Fund ’
Trailhead.

Estimated | Fundin Goals
Year 2 - 2027 g

Cost Sources Met
Further study the development of the
Railroad Park Trailhead and adjoining
trail to accommodate both Grants / General

. . 2,5

nonmotorized users and motorized Fund
recreation such as ATVs and
snowmobiles.

Estimated | Fundin Goals
Year 3-2028 g

Cost Sources Met
Impr'ove parking at Yeteran s Park to Grants / General
provide better handicapped 4

e Fund

accessibility.

Estimated | Fundin Goals
Year 4- 2029 g

Cost Sources Met
Improve parking and pathways at
Elizabeth !’:’:Irk, including addlng aramp Grants / General
to the pavilion to enhance handicapped 4

- . . Fund

accessibility, and install exercise
structures and benches along the trail.

Estimated | Fundin Goals
Year 5 - 2030 g

Cost Sources Met
Horseshoe equipment and courts. General Fund 4
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