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INTRODUCTION 
 
In an effort to provide quality recreational opportunities for the City of Ithaca, the City of Ithaca 
Parks & Cemetery Committee have created the “City of Ithaca Five Year Parks and Recreation 
Plan” as a tool to guide the development and preservation of the city’s park system.  Map 1 
shows the location and boundaries of this plan. 
 
The first step in the development of the plan involved gathering and updating information about 
the City of Ithaca.  Physical characteristics of the area, demographic information about the 
community and an inventory of existing facilities helped provide the base from which future 
recreation decisions are made. 
 
An analysis of information gathered determined where the community is deficient in providing 
recreational facilities or is providing a surplus of various recreation facilities and programs in 
comparison to national standards. 
 
In preparing this plan, the committee attempted to provide adequate opportunities for local 
organizations and the general public to express their wishes.  The plan represents the 
Committee’s attempt to respond to these wishes within the bounds of their role in parks and 
recreation planning and the fiscal limitations of the City of Ithaca. 
 
Access to recreation is universally recognized as one of the basic needs of modern society.  It is 
the Committee’s goal to provide a variety of outdoor recreation experiences for all segments of 
the population within the City of Ithaca, including services and facilities to directly meet the 
needs of the community. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



This map unit consists of nearly level to gently rolling soils on moraines.  It occupies 
about 6 percent of the county.  It is about 43 percent Perrinton and similar soils and 37 
percent Ithaca and similar soils.  Soils of minor extent make up the rest. 
 
Most of the acreage is in cultivated crops.  Some areas are used for pasture or are 
woodland.  Most areas have been cleared and drained, but a few swampy areas remain.  
Wetness and slope are the main limitations to use the soils for farming and other nonfarm 
purposes. 
 
The soils, if adequately drained and protected from erosion, have good to fair potential 
for cultivated crops, woodland and development of habitat for openland and woodland 
wildlife.  The potential for residential and most other engineering uses is poor for 
somewhat poorly drained soils and good for moderately well drained and well drained 
soils. 
 
Marlette-Capac 
Nearly level to gently rolling, well drained to somewhat poorly drained soils that have a 
loamy subsoil, formed in glacial till. 
 
This map unit consists of nearly level to gently rolling soils on moraines.  It occupies 
about 7 percent of the county.  It is about 55 percent Marlette and similar soils and 24 
percent Capac and similar soils.  Soils of minor extent make up the rest. 
 
Most of the acreage is in cultivated crops.  Some areas are used for pasture or are 
woodland.  Most areas have been cleared and drained, but a few swampy areas remain 
undrained.  Wetness and slope are the main limitations to use of the soils for farming and 
most nonfarm purposes. 
 
The soils, if adequately drained and protected from erosion, have good to fair potential 
for cultivated crops, woodland and development of habitat for openland and woodland 
wildlife.  The potential for residential and most other engineering uses is poor for 
somewhat poorly drained soils and good for well drained soils. 
 

Topographic elevations are shown on Map 5.  It illustrates the city slopes upward from the 
southeast to the north.  The low point is 756’ above mean sea level near the sewage ponds and 
the high point is 830’ above mean sea level near the northern city limits in the city’s northwest 
quadrant. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 



 
Water Resources 
The City of Ithaca has no significant surface water resources.  However, Gratiot County has two 
natural lakes, Half Moon and Madison.  They are small and privately owned and are in Seville 
Township. 
 
Rainbow Lake a man-made reservoir on Pine Creek, is in Fulton Township.  It is also privately 
owned and is a growing residential community. 
 
There are two man-made reservoirs on the Pine River, one in the City of Alma and one in St. 
Louis. 
 
There are two major streams in the county:  the Pine River in the northern part of the county, 
which flows northeasterly and the Maple River in the southern part, which flows westerly. 
 
Climate 
Weather influences the types of recreation that an area can support.  Ithaca, like the rest of 
Michigan, experiences the seasonal changes, which means the area supports a variety of 
recreational activities ranging from swimming in the summer to sledding in the winter.  Table 1 
identifies data related to the area’s climate. 
 
Generally, January is the coldest month of the year with an average temperature of 22.2° F and 
July is the warmest with an average temperature of 71.5° F.  January has the highest snowfall 
averaging 10.8 inches.  Snow generally falls in seven of the 12 months.  Four months of the year 
average over three inches of precipitation, with August averaging 3.31 inches.  February has the 
least precipitation with 1.26 inches.  The prevailing wind is from the southwest with an annual 
average windspeed of 10.4 miles per hour. 
 

Table 1 – Area Precipitation 
 

Temperature Precipitation  
Average Daily 

Maximum 
Average Daily 

Minimum 
Average Average Average 

Snowfall 
January 30.0 14.2 22.2 1.47 10.8 
February 32.6 14.6 23.6 1.26 8.9 
March 42.6 24.1 33.4 1.9 8.0 
April 58.0 35.5 46.8 2.97 1.7 
May 69.4 44.7 57.1 3.06 Trace 
June 79.7 55.5 67.6 3.12 0 
July 83.8 59.3 71.5 2.79 0 
August 82.0 57.7 69.9 3.31 0 
September 74.0 50.8 62.4 3.11 0 
October 63.3 41.5 52.4 2.35 0.2 
November 46.4 31.1 38.7 2.34 3.4 
December 34.3 20.4 27.4 1.98 8.2 
Annual 58.0 37.4 47.7 26.69 41.2 
 

 



History and Development 
Gratiot County was created by an act of the State Legislature on February 3, 1855.  It was named 
after General Charles Gratiot.  At the time the county was created, seven townships were 
organized.  Shortly thereafter, several other townships, formerly attached to Clinton and Saginaw 
counties were added to Gratiot County. 
 
In 1832, William McOmber set up the Northwestern Fur Company and carried on considerable 
trade with the Chippewa Indians of Gratiot County. 
 
Gratiot County was covered with pine, maple, beech, oak, ash, basswood and elm with some 
butternut, hickory, and hemlock.  Some of the swamps supported white cedar and tamarack 
forests.  In 1855, the first saw mill was built on the Pine River at the present location of St. 
Louis.  The early inhabitants came mostly from New York State, although many came from 
other eastern states and Canada.  The first settlements were on the ridges and knolls, because at 
that time, the rest of the county was wet and swampy. 
 
Travel during the time of settlement was very difficult.  The only road through the county was 
known as the “Old Indian Trail” which extended from Maple Rapids to Lutheran Mission above 
St. Louis.  Saginaw and Maple Rapids were the chief trading points of the area.  The Pine River 
furnished transportation for supplies and lumber. 
 
During early settlement, the county was known as “Starving Gratiot” and many settlers became 
discouraged.  The area soon proved to be one of the best agricultural counties in the state.  
During the summer and fall of 1855 and the spring of 1856, the population rapidly increased and 
large fields were cleared.  Timber, however, was of little value until the advent of railroads. 
 
The Saginaw Valley and St. Louis Railroad was first built from Saginaw to St. Louis.  Later, it 
extended to Grand Rapids, and the name changed to Pere Marquette and then to C&O Railroad.  
The Toledo, Ann Arbor, and north Michigan Railroad was built about 1883 and is now known as 
the Ann Arbor Railroad.  These railroads acted as a great stimulus in advancing the industries of 
the county. 
 
Today, Gratiot County is ____ in the nation in the production of beans.  It has some fine dairy 
farming, althought the number of farms has declined in recent years. 
 
In addition to agriculture, Gratiot County has many prosperous industries and some gas, brine 
and oil wells. 
 
Historic Sites 
There are five sites listed on the Michigan Register of Historic Places in the City of Ithaca.  The 
first site is the Gratiot Center Historical Village Barn on South Pine River Street in Ithaca 
(currently used as storage for the City of Ithaca and the Gratiot Agricultural Society).  The site 
was placed on the State Register in 1979.  The second registered site is the Gratiot County 
Courthouse (currently used for County government operations), which was placed on the 
National Register in 1976 and the State Register in 1957.  The Courthouse is located on Center 
Street.  The third site is the Jackson-Weller House at 129 West Center Street (currently used as 
the Gratiot County Historical Museum).  The house was placed on the State Register in 1990.  

 



The fourth site is the John Jeffery house at 225 West Center Street (currently used as the Barden 
Funeral Home).  The house was placed on the State Register in 1983.  The fifth site is the 
Kosciusko Peet house at 228 West Center Street (currently used as the Gratiot County 
Genealogical Museum).  The house was placed on Michigan’s Register in 1983.  The Ithaca 
Downtown Historic District was added to the National Register in 2005. 
 
There are a total of 22 sites in Gratiot County listed on the State Register of Historic Sites, and 7 
sites on the National Register of Historic Places. 
 
Existing Land Use 
The majority of land in the city is devoted to single-family housing and related public uses 
including schools, churches and parks.  The city has a downtown retail / service area which is 
also the location of the City offices, police department and fire / rescue station. 
 
Map 6 shows the pattern of existing land use / land cover mapped by the DNR’s Michigan Land 
Information System.  The mapping was performed using 1978 aerial photography, so some of the 
information is out of date, but it shows the general pattern of land uses in the city. 
 

Table 2 – Existing Land Uses 
Land Use Classifications Acreage % 
Single Family 379 16.1 
Mobile Home 9 0.4 
Primary Business 29 1.2 
Secondary Business 4 0.2 
Institutional 69 2.9 
Outdoor Recreation 27 1.1 
Cemetery 12 0.5 
Utilities 37 1.6 
Industrial 103 4.4 
Open Pit 37 1.6 
Cropland 1,158 49.1 
Grassland 222 9.4 
Shrub land 31 1.3 
Lowland Hardwood 80 3.3 
Oak Forest 146 6.2 
Wetlands 13 0.6 
Lake 2 0.1 
 2,358 100.0 

 
Zoning 
The City of Ithaca is divided into 9 zoning districts as shown on Map 7.  The R-1 Rural 
Residential District allows “public and private recreational facilities” by right.  Woodland and 
McNabb parks are located in the R-1 district.  It appears that Atkinson Park is zoned R-2 
Suburban Residential.  This district allows “Public and private playgrounds” by right.  Based on 
this, it appears that all existing and proposed recreational facilities are in compliance with local 
zoning requirements. 

 



 

 
Population Growth 
The population of the City of Ithaca increased slowly from 1960 to 2000, as illustrated in Table 
3.  The increases have been minimal in the past twenty-five years, with only a 5% gain over that 
period.  However, the growth is impressive when compared with the 4.5% growth in the county 
as a whole and state-wide trends of cities in Michigan of losing population over the past 20 
years. 
 

Table 3 – LONG TERM POPULATION TRENDS, 1940 TO 2000 
 

 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000 
City of Ithaca 2,611 2,749 2,950 3,009 3,098 
Gratiot County 37,012 39,246 40,448 38,982 42,285 
Source: U.S. Census, 2000 
 

Figure 1 – Long Term Population Trends 1960-2000 
 

Gender 
The City of Ithaca has a slightly higher number of females than males, which is the reverse of the 
county pattern. 
 

Table 4 – GENDER DISTRIBUTION 
 

Female Male 
Location # % # % 
City of Ithaca 1,671 53.9 1,427 46.1 
Gratiot County 20,298 48.0 21,987 52.0 
Source:  U.S. Census, 2000 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



The 2008/2009 and 2009/2010 budget are shown below for park operations in the City of Ithaca. 
 

Table 12 – PARKS BUDGET 
 

 2008/2009 Budget 2009/2010 Budget 
Parks & Recreation 
Operations 
Salaries and Wages 21,500 21,500
Supplies & Materials 800 800
Materials Used 650 650
Professional & Contractual 7,200 7,200
Telephone Service 850 850
Utilities 1,200 1,200
Insurance 2,200 2,200
Repairs 5,200 5,200
Equipment Rental 17,000 17,000
Miscellaneous 0 0
Land Improvements 0 0

Total 56,600 56,600
McNabb Park 
Salaries and Wages 10,250 10,250
Supplies 800 800
Professional & Contractual 800 800
Telephone Service 900 900
Utilities 1,025 1,025
Insurance 2,400 2,400
Repairs 4,000 4,000
Equipment Rental 19,000 19,000
Misc. Expense 200 200
Capital Outlay 0 0

Total 39,375 39,375
 

GRAND TOTAL $95,975 $95,975
 

CURRENT FUNDING SOURCES 
 
The vast majority of funding for the City of Ithaca’s Parks & Recreation budget are derived from 
local property tax revenues and State Revenue Sharing.  Special projects have received funding 
from the Michigan DNR, the Gratiot County Community Foundation, and private contributions. 
 
ROLE OF VOLUNTEERS 
 
Local volunteers are historically instrumental in providing labor, materials, or in kind support to 
make various recreation projects successful.  For example, the Playscape in Woodland Park was 
built by many local community members, and flower plantings near the entrance to the parks are 
currently being planned by volunteers.  

 



RELATIONSHIP WITH SCHOOL DISTRICT 
 
The City of Ithaca maintains a close working relationship with the Ithaca Public School District 
related to recreation issues and beyond.  For example, the City of Ithaca regularly budgets a 
contribution to Ithaca Public Schools for the operations and maintenance of an outdoor pool, as 
this amenity is shared with all area citizens.   
 
This spring, an Ithaca High School student will begin serving as a Student Representative on the 
Ithaca City Council.  Maintaining a close relationship with Ithaca Public Schools will be key to 
making the city’s recreation program successful. 

 
RECREATION INVENTORY 
 
This recreation inventory was modified from the 2004 Recreation Master Plan to include 
additional facilities and improvements to existing facilities through City staff input and research 
of nearby community websites and recreation plans. 
 
Regional Facilities 
On a regional level, the City of Ithaca is located within a 50 mile radius of five state recreation 
areas and two county parks (see Map 8). 
 
The two County Parks, Reed Park in North Star Township and West Park in Sumner Township, 
provide access to fishing, swimming, picnicking and other recreational opportunities.  The five 
state parks are Newaygo State Park in Newaygo County, Ionia Recreation Area in Ionia County, 
Sleepy Hollow State Park in Clinton County, Bay City State Park near Bay City and Wilson 
State Park in Clare County. 
 
City of Ithaca Facilities 
The following Recreation Inventory is a comprehensive list of public and private recreation areas 
and facilities in the City of Ithaca.   The inventory will be important when considering decisions 
related to public recreation and will be valuable in planned development. 
 
As in a significant number of communities across the State of Michigan, the local school district 
provides a valuable resource of facilities and programs for local community recreation.  Besides 
providing basic recreational amenities, the Ithaca Public Schools has provided recreational 
opportunities through its community school program and adult night school program.  Facilities 
provided by the school district are therefore included in the Recreation Inventory. 
 
Private recreation developments are also important because they can relieve the demand and use 
pressure on public special use areas.  City of Ithaca private recreation facilities are included in 
the Recreation Inventory. 
 
Information in the inventory table of parks and recreation facilities will list a location map 
identification number, the type of facilities available at that particular site and total acreage of 
sites where available.  These sites are shown on the Recreation Inventory Maps. 
 

 



 
 
 
 
 
All of the following facilities are owned and operated by the City of Ithaca and are open to the 
general public: 
 

Woodland Park 
This 22.5 acre park is on the west side of the city (see map).  The community park meets 
many of the area’s needs and includes a variety of facilities and natural amenities.  
Facilities include an outdoor amphitheater, playground equipment, a playscape structure, 
restrooms, two shelters, picnic facilities, a sledding hill, an ice skating pond, parking, a 
one-mile multiple purpose trail, and several rustic camp sites.  The park also has many 
natural features including large tracts of timber, rolling topography and natural animal 
habitats.  Surrounding land uses include agriculture to the west, railroad tracks to the 
northeast (a cemetery and low-density residential across the tracks) and low-density 
residential to the south.  The park’s strengths include its large size, its many natural 
features, modern facilities and room to expand in the future.  The only weakness is the 
park’s isolation from the city’s primary residential areas and inadequate restroom facilities. 
 
McNabb Park 
This 164.4 acre park serves as a regional facility for harness racing, horse training and the 
Gratiot Agricultural Expo.  The park is on the city’s west side and has a variety of 
specialized facilities to support the park’s specific goals.  Facilities are primarily horse 
racing and training related and include buildings, a harness track, restrooms, parking and 
viewing areas.  The park also serves as a soccer facility with five fields used by American 
Youth Soccer Organization (AYSO).  Another function of the park is a network of 
mountain bicycle and cross-country running trails on a relatively undeveloped 43-acre 
portion of the site.  The trails are the location of a variety of events throughout the year.  
Surrounding land uses include agriculture to the west, south and east, residential uses to the 
north and east and an industrial park to the southeast.  The facility’s strengths include its 
large size, its regional attraction, specialized facilities, the trail network and room to 
expand.  The primary weaknesses include the fact that the park does not address many local 
needs, the park’s isolation from the City’s primary residential areas, inadequate number 
and quality of camping and restroom facilities, inadequate number and variety of 
regulation-sized soccer fields, and limited parking areas. 
 
Atkinson Park 
This 3.9 acre neighborhood park on the city’s east side is located adjacent to the Ithaca 
Senior Activity Center.  Facilities include a pavilion, horseshoe pits and picnic facilities.  
Surrounding land uses include single-family residential to the west, school facilities to the 
north, an industrial park to the east and commercial uses to the south.  The facility’s 
strengths include its proximity to residential uses and room to expand.  The primary 
weaknesses are a lack of youth-oriented recreation facilities / equipment, and lack of 
restroom facilities. 
 

 



 
Memory Park 
This small “pocket” park is Ithaca’s newest park, located in the center of Ithaca’s Historic 
Downtown District.  Facilities include picnic tables, benches, a downtown speaker system, 
and a small grassy area to accommodate downtown event activities.  Surrounding land uses 
include commercial uses in all directions.  The facility’s strengths include its easy 
pedestrian and vehicle access. 
 

Ithaca Public Schools 
The area’s schools maintain numerous indoor and outdoor recreation facilities at the school 
district’s several sites. 

 
Ithaca High School/Junior High School 
This facility is located at 710 North Union Street, was built in 1965 and improved in 1993.  
The facility occupies 75 acres and has a variety of facilities.  Outdoor facilities include one 
baseball diamond, two softball diamonds, one practice softball diamond, four tennis courts, 
one football field, one track, three multiple-purpose fields and an outdoor pool used May 
through August.  Indoor facilities include a gymnasium with basketball and volleyball 
capabilities and seating for 2,000.  Other indoor facilities include a wrestling room, gym 
classrooms, one multiple-purpose room and a weight room.  The school has 446 students in 
grades 9-12, 248 students in grades 7-8 and 40 faculty members. 
 
North ElementarySchool 
This facility is located at 201 Arcada Street, was built in 1952 and improved in 1993.  
There are 467 students in grades 3-6 and 30 teachers.  Outdoor facilities include a 
playground area, a basketball court, a volleyball court and a soccer field on 9.4 acres. 
 
The North Elementary indoor facilities include a gymnasium with basketball, volleyball 
and seating for 500. 
 
South Elementary School 
This facility is located at 400 Webster Street, was built in 1965 and improved in 1993.  The 
school has 357 students in grades K-2 and has 20 teachers.  The six acres facility has a 
variety of outdoor opportunities including a playground area, a soccer field and a basketball 
court.  Indoor facilities include a multiple-purpose room and a small basketball court. 
 

The City and Ithaca Public Schools have initiated a Safe Routes to School program to enhance 
the walkability of city streets and sidewalks, making it safer and more popular for students to 
walk to school. 
 
 
County Facilities 
 
Gratiot County maintains a Recreation Plan that identifies information specific to the overall 
county.  The plan provides inventories of all of the communities and schools, as well as the 
county’s two parks identified below.  The County Parks, which were closed as of the last 
Recreation Master Plan update, but since the successful passage of the 200_ millage proposal 

 



have been open to the public.  The County Parks & Recreation Commission has been successful 
in securing large grants, including Michigan DNR Recreation Development grants to support 
major facility upgrades at both parks. 
 

Reed County Park 
This 96 acre park in North Star Township has a variety of facilities including three 
softball fields, __ picnic shelters, horseshoes, picnic facilities, a 60 acre lake with 
swimming and fishing, beach volleyball, nature trails, shower and toilet facilities, water 
and other facilities. 
 
Paul Hubscher County Park (formerly West Park) 
This 60 acre park in Sumner Township provides residents with three shelters, picnic 
facilities, a lake with swimming and fishing, vault toilets, and other recreation facilities. 
 

Michigan State Parks 
 
There are a number of Michigan State Parks in the area that provide recreational opportunities to 
residents and visitors in the Ithaca area.  Five state facilities are within 50 miles of the area. 
 

Newaygo State Park 
This park is west of Ithaca in Newaygo County.  The 257 acre park has 99 rustic 
campsites and offers fishing, boating and hiking. 
 
Ionia Recreation Area 
This park is southwest of Ithaca in Ionia County.  The 4,085 acre park has 50 campsites 
including modern sites and horseman’s sites.  The park includes picnic facilities, 
playground, beach house and a boat launch.  Activities include swimming, hunting, 
fishing, snowmobiling, hiking, cross-country skiing and horseback riding. 
 
Sleepy Hollow State Park 
This park is south of Ithaca in Clinton County.  The 2,678 acre park has 181 campsites.  
Facilities include picnic shelters, playgrounds, a beach house and a boat launch.  
Activities at the park include swimming, hunting, fishing, snowmobiling, hiking and 
cross-country skiing. 
 
Bay City State Park 
This park is east of Ithaca on Saginaw Bay near Bay City.  The 196 acre park has 264 
modern campsites.  Facilities include picnic shelters and areas, playgrounds, a beach 
house and an interpretive center.   Activities include swimming, fishing and hiking. 
 
Wilson State Park 
This park is north of St. Louis, in Clare County.  The 36 acre park has 160 campsites and 
includes picnic shelters and areas, playgrounds and a beach house.  Activities include 
swimming and fishing on Budd Lake. 
 
 
 

 



 
Issue #6 
There are inadequate bathroom facilities in the parks 
 
Goal 
Provide adequate bathroom facilities at all three city parks. 
 
Objectives 

• Review existing park bathroom facilities for ADA compliance and develop an 
implementation plan to address deficiencies 

• Evaluate existing bathroom facilities for a decision to update or replace 
• Construct new bathroom facility in Woodland Park 
• Extend water and sanitary sewer lines to the parks wherever possible 

Issue #7 
The Ithaca area does not have adequate facilities to provide activities in the winter. 
 
Goal 
The City of Ithaca will develop additional winter facilities to promote winter activities. 
 
Objectives 

• Layout and develop an area for cross-country skiing 
• Improve existing ice skating rink with impermeable liner/underlay 
• Plan events utilizing the facilities; coordinate with Promotional Committee and 

special interest groups 
• Acquire and develop additional land for winter activities 
• Expand indoor recreation opportunities in the City of Ithaca 
• Clearly mark and groom trails 

 
Issue #8 
The Ithaca area does not have adequate natural areas to promote passive and educational 
recreation activities. 
 
Goal 
The City of Ithaca will work with the Ithaca Public Schools to develop natural areas for 
nature studies and other passive activities 
 
Objectives 

• Identify potential sites to promote as natural areas 
• Acquire land for natural areas 
• Develop a conceptual master plan for improvements that indentifies nature trails, 

interpretive signage and other passive recreation improvements to promote 
education and other related activities 

• Develop site(s) 
• Clearly mark and groom trails 

 

 



 

Issue #9 
Vandalism and personal safety concerns after dark detract from the park users’ 
experience. 
 
Goal 
The City will provide adequate lighting around trails and playscape. 
 
Objectives 

• Install lights in strategic areas 
• Install durable, vandal resistant fixtures 
• Repair vandalism quickly to discourage the spread of vandalism 
• Clearly mark and groom trails 
 
 

Issue #10 
Visitors to the area do not know where the parks or trails are. 
 
Goal 
Improve the parks’ visibility. 
 
Objectives 

• Prepare a signing plan and for the parks that includes wayfinding to city amenities 
• Implement the signing plan 
• Involve master gardener program in creating plantings at park entrances 

 
 
 
ACTION PROGRAM 
 
***TO BE COMPLETED ONCE THE GOALS & OBJECTIVES SECTION IS 
FINALIZED*** 
 
 




