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INTRODUCTION 

Conservation District Directors have an important role as local conservation leaders. To effectively nurture 
conservation in your community, you should understand your roles and responsibilities as directors. The 
Michigan Conservation District Directors Reference Guide provides an overview of directors' roles and 
responsibilities as elected or appointed officials. 
 
This guide is intended to reference basic information on the history, programs, and management of 
conservation districts. More information can be found in the Conservation District Operations Manual 
provides additional information on how districts function.  It is also important to participate in scheduled 
training, educational programs and to use other resources cited in this guide to further your skills as a 
conservation leader.  
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MICHIGAN CONSERVATION DISTRICTS OVERVIEW 

Conservation districts provide local natural resource management services to help citizens implement 
conservation practices on their land to protect the environment for a cleaner, healthier, and economically vital 
Michigan. A governmental subdivision of this state, and a public body - corporate and political, conservation 
districts are organized by the people within the district boundaries. This designation is defined under 
provisions of the Soil Conservation District Law (CD Law), which is part of the Natural Resources and 
Environmental Protection Act (NREPA) Public Act 451 of 1994, as amended. Currently, 75 conservation 
districts represent Michigan’s 83 counties. The primary goal of a conservation district is to address the most 
critical local resource concerns. Common examples include:  

▪ Reduce soil erosion and control sedimentation in waters of the state  
▪ Encourage conversion of all mismanaged land to productive use  
▪ Enhance and protect the ability of the land to produce food and fiber  
▪ Promote the maintenance of aesthetic values of land and its related resources  
▪ Encourage use of effective methods of surface and groundwater management  
▪ Assist landowners in controlling non-point sources of pollution to surface water, groundwater, and air 
 
In partnership with local, state, and federal agencies, conservation districts serve as the delivery system for 
many Michigan private lands programs. Examples include:  

▪ USDA Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS), Farm Bill programs  
▪ Michigan Department of Agriculture and Rural Development (MDARD): 

o Conservation Technical Assistance Initiative (CTAI) 
o Forestry Assistance Program (FAP) 
o Michigan Agriculture Environmental Assurance Program (MAEAP) 
o Produce Safety Program 

▪ Michigan Department of Natural Resources (MDNR): 
o Cooperative Invasive Species Management Area (CISMA) 
o Farm Bill Biologist (FBB) 
o Hunting Access Program (HAP)  

▪ Michigan Department of Environment, Great Lakes and Energy (EGLE): 
o 319 Watershed Program 
o Soil Erosion and Sedimentation Control (SESC), when designated by the county 

 

CONSERVATION DISTRICT HISTORY 

In the early 1930s, the Dust Bowl made the need to conserve natural resources very clear. People like Hugh 
Hammond Bennett understood it was essential  to assist the nation's farmers to address soil erosion issues. 
Bennett worked with Congress, and in 1935 the Soil Conservation Act was ratified, and the Soil Conservation 
Service (SCS) was formed under the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA). To carry out the work of 
SCS, and provide local direction USDA proposed developing community-based organizations. In 1937, to create 
the framework for these organizations, USDA drafted the Standard State Soil Conservation District Law, which 
President Roosevelt sent to state governors.  
 
In Michigan, the legislature passed the Michigan Soil Conservation Districts Law as Act 297, PA in 1937. West 
Ottawa Soil Conservation District was the first district organized in Michigan. In December of 1940, seven soil 
conservation district leaders developed the Michigan Association of Soil Conservation Districts, which now is 
known as Michigan Association of Conservation Districts (MACD).   
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CONSERVATION DISTRICTS ACTIVITIES AND OPERATIONS 

Conservation districts assess land management practices within their service area, coordinate with federal and 
state agencies, prepare long-range and annual plans of work to address the district's specific conservation 
needs, secure the necessary funding, complete needed work, and evaluate the success of work performed. 
Districts educate their residents, including youth, on sound conservation practices and encourage good 
stewardship of natural resources. 
 
To receive assistance, a resident typically works with conservation district staff to find a solution to address 
specific issues on their land. They may develop a conservation plan for the given scenario. Districts may offer 
financial assistance to residents through grants from local, state, and federal partners. To receive assistance:  

▪ A resident requests assistance from the district  
▪ District staff review the request, and assistance is assigned based on program relevance, technical skills of 

the staff, and funding availability  
▪ Technical personnel review problems with the resident and develop recommendations  
▪ In cooperation with technicians, the resident selects a preferred course of action  
▪ The resident implements recommendations with assistance from the district, when needed and available  
▪ Implementation of recommendations is voluntary on the part of the resident who bears most or all the 

costs incurred 
 

CONSERVATION DISTRICTS BOARD OF DIRECTORS 

As locally elected public officials, directors are responsible for the operation and management of their district. 
Directors develop policy, which is implemented by their staff. Primary duties performed by conservation 
district directors, either as individuals or as a member of a district board of directors, include:  

▪ Prepare for district board meetings in advance by reading previous minutes and current financial 
statements  

▪ Attend and engage in board meetings and district functions  
▪ Arrange for capturing accurate records (board minutes) of all proceedings 
▪ Oversee the management of all district-owned funds, facilities, and equipment  
▪ Establish and review district policies (a full list of policies can be found in the CD Operations Manual) 
▪ Ensure conservation district elections are held in compliance with CD Law and are certified by MDARD 
▪ Read, understand, approve, and sign all conservation district grant agreements  
▪ Supervise the preparation of an annual budget and appropriations act and maintenance of an approved 

bookkeeping system that reflects all income and expenditures  
▪ Manage the preparation of an annual financial statement and provide for a biennial audit  
▪ Participate in MACD State Council meetings, region meetings, and the summer and fall conferences  
▪ Attend training sessions conducted by MDARD and its partners  
▪ Remain informed of legislation and policies of local, state, and federal government on conservation issues 
▪ Maintain contact with local, state, and national public officials to keep them informed of the district’s 

activities and conservation needs  
▪ Raise awareness of the district’s mission, products, and services  
▪ Sponsor and actively participate in public education activities to stay informed of local natural resource 

conservation issues  
▪ Develop a succession plan for recruiting qualified board members  
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DISTRICT DIRECTOR OFFICER DESIGNATIONS 

CD Law states: “a conservation district board shall consist of five directors” and “the board shall designate a 
chairperson annually” (Section 9307 (1)); this is the only board position a district must designate. However, it 
is strongly recommended conservation district boards select officer designations for vice-chair, treasurer, and 
secretary. These offices have essential functions, and appointment to those offices spreads the entire board's 
duties. Districts may combine these offices (e.g. secretary/treasurer) or leave the offices separate. The board 
designates the duties of each board position (CD Law Section 9307 (7)). Typically, the duties are as follows:  
  
Duties of the Chair: 

▪ Conduct district meetings in compliance with the Open Meetings Act (OMA) 
▪ Preserve order and decorum during meetings  
▪ When necessary, sign all acts, contracts, and proceedings of the district  
▪ Call for a vote on all properly presented motions  
▪ Vote in case of a tie vote, roll call vote or vote by ballot  
▪ Seek input from other board members, the district manager, and NRCS District Conservationist to 

assemble topics for the meeting agenda (agenda is often prepared by the district manager) 
▪ Act as or appoint another director to be a district employee liaison 

 Duties of the Vice-Chair:  

▪ Become familiar with the responsibilities of the chairperson  
▪ Preside as chairperson in their absence  

Duties of the Secretary: 

▪ Become familiar with the responsibilities of the chairperson 
▪ Preside as chairperson in the absence of both the chairperson and vice-chair  
▪ Review all written reports, including grant proposals  
▪ Ensure all district meeting minutes are recorded accurately, in compliance with OMA, signed, and 

submitted to MDARD  
▪ Oversee the preparation of the annual report 
  

CONSERVATION DISTRICT STAFF 

▪ Staff members perform much of the day-to-day work of the district.  They maintain the district office, 
assist the board of directors, and provide landowners with a wide range of services. While a conservation 
district hires an employee, they sometimes work under a state agency or funding source guidelines. Grant 
parameters must be adhered to by the employees working under the grant, and the board of directors is 
ultimately responsible for accomplishing grant deliverables. Directors oversee district staff, including:  

o Hire personnel based on district personnel policy  
o Review staff’s performance yearly and provide administrative supervision  
o Draft and review annual work agreements  

 

CONSERVATION DISTRICT FUNDING 

Conservation district directors coordinate with staff with developing funding sources. Potential sources 
include federal and state grant programs, county and other local governmental appropriations, foundation 
grants, and locally initiated fundraising activities.  

Many districts receive MDARD grants. To be eligible for a MDARD grant of $50,000 or more, districts must:  

▪ Annually submit a budget  
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▪ Maintain accurate financial records following the Michigan Conservation Districts Uniform Accounting 
Procedures Manual 

▪ Biannually conduct and submit an audit adhering to Generally Accepted Auditing Standards (GAAS) 
 

Other sources of funding include: 
▪ NRCS Contracts / Grants 
▪ Partnerships with municipal/county governments to handle various local issues like invasive species 

management (Parks or Road Commissions), watershed education and protection (Drain Commissions), 
urban forest management (Municipal Works Departments/Commissions), etc. 

▪ Property Tax Millage (As of 2021, 13 Districts in Michigan have successfully levied a county-wide tax 
millage) 

▪ County Appropriation – County Commissions sometimes directly appropriate money to their local 
Conservation Districts 

▪ State of Michigan Operational Funding – In the past, the State of Michigan provided every district with a 
base level of operational funding, this ended in 2009. Since then, MACD has been working to with State 
Legislators to reinstate this funding. As a director, your assistance with grassroots advocacy can be critical 
in establishing and sustaining state funding. 

▪ Private Contracts – Some districts offer private contracting with local landowners to handle various 
projects and tasks on private land, this varies from district to district. Muskegon CD has a history of various 
private contract programs. 

▪ Donations / Giving Campaigns – Districts can accept tax-deductible donations under U.S. Tax Code, and 
many districts engage in various fundraising activities focused on private-donations. Fundraiser 
events/parties can be a great way to engage in both public outreach as well as financially support your 
district. Examples include: 

o Annual Conservation Awards reception dinner to recognize local Conservation leaders in the public, 
private, non-profit sectors. 

o Garden Parties 
o Annual Pledge Drive / Phone-bank - build a list of supporters/boosters, and directly call them to 

solicit donations. 
 

CONSERVATION DISTRICTS LEGAL REQUIREMENTS AS ENTITIES OF GOVERNMENT 

A conservation district is a governmental subdivision of the state with statutory powers and responsibilities 
who have the authority to address natural resource and conservation issues. As locally elected public officials, 
directors are responsible for ensuring their district operates in compliance with applicable laws.   

The following laws and requirements either directly or indirectly apply to conservation districts in Michigan. 
Because of the in-depth language in these laws, this section only contains a brief overview; districts should 
research and understand the legal requirements and adhere to them, create policies, and be transparent in 
their practices.  A full list of applicable laws can be found in the CD Operations Manual. 
 
Conservation District Law (Public Act 463 of 1998), Sections 324.9301-324.51306 provides legal authority and 
framework for conservation districts in Michigan. Part of NREPA (Public Act 451 of 1994, as amended), 
commonly known as “Conservation District Law”, Part 324. This Act replaced the Soil Conservation District Act 
of 1937 and established MDARD as having oversight of conservation districts in Michigan.  
 
Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) (Public Act 442 of 1976), as amended, Sections 15.231-15.246, a State of 
Michigan Act to provide public access to certain public records of public bodies; to permit certain fees; to 
prescribe the powers and duties of certain public officers and public bodies; to provide remedies and 
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penalties; and to repeal certain acts and parts of acts. More information can be found at: 
https://www.mml.org/pdf/resources/foia/FOIA%20Resource%20Packet%207-1-15.pdf  
 
Open Meetings Act (OMA) (Public Act 267 of 1976), as amended, Sections 15.261-15.272, a State of Michigan 
Act requiring certain meetings of certain public bodies to be open to the public; to require notice and the 
keeping of minutes of meetings; to provide for enforcement; to provide for invalidation of governmental 
decisions under certain circumstances; to provide penalties; and to repeal certain acts and parts of acts. More 
information can be found at:https://www.michigan.gov/documents/ag/OMA_handbook_287134_7.pdf 
 
Uniform Budgeting and Accounting Act (Public Act 2 of 1968), Sections 141.421-141.440, a State of Michigan 
Act to provide for the formulation and establishment of uniform charts of accounts and reports in local units 
of government; to define local units of government; to provide for the examination of the books and accounts 
of local units of government; to provide for annual financial reports from local units of government; to provide 
for the administration of this act; to prescribe the powers and duties of the state treasurer, the attorney 
general, the library of Michigan and depository libraries, and other officers and entities; to provide penalties 
for violation of certain requirements of this act; to provide for meeting the expenses authorized by this act; to 
provide a uniform budgeting system for local units; and to prohibit deficit spending by a local unit of 
government. The Uniform Budgeting and Accounting Act further details information on budget preparation, 
presentation, and content. Additionally, the Michigan Conservation District Uniform Accounting Procedure 
Manual, located on the MACD website, details districts' accounting procedures. 
 

CONSERVATION DISTRICT PARTNERS 

Conservation districts are responsible for addressing soil, water, and related natural resource concerns within 
their respective district boundaries. With outside assistance, conservation districts ability to address local 
concerns is greatly enhanced by exploring opportunities to partner with similar organizations. The following is 
a summary of the primary conservation district partners. 
 

▪ THE MICHIGAN CONSERVATION PARTNERSHIP 

The Michigan Conservation Partnership has a common commitment to protecting and enhancing Michigan’s 
natural resources and conservation values by promoting, supporting, and advocating for voluntary private 
lands conservation. Conservation districts and these partners bring staff skills, strengths, energy, and passion 
together with a common goal of assistance, education, and advocacy. Often called the core four, this 
partnership in Michigan consists of Conservation District Employees of Michigan, Michigan Association of 
Conservation Districts, Michigan Department of Agriculture and Rural Development, and USDA Natural 
Resources Conservation Service. 
 
Conservation District Employees of Michigan (CDEM) is a nonprofit organization comprised of a 10 member-
elected, board of directors, one from each MACD region, who serves as advocates for district employees at 
the state level, often serving on statewide committees, as well as national committees. Their mission is 
‘empowering and strengthening Michigan conservation district employees’. For more information on CDEM: 
cdemployeesmi.org  
 
Michigan Association Conservation Districts (MACD) is a nonprofit organization managed by the 14-member 
State Council, which includes 10 conservation district board members (one from each of the 10 geographical 
areas in the state) and the Executive Committee (past president, president, vice president, and secretary-
treasurer) whose voices shape the work of MACD.  The activities and decisions of MACD are based on the 
organizational policies adopted by conservation district members.  Member conservation districts participate 
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in the policy development process by bringing forward issues and concerns important to the conservation of 
Michigan’s natural resources.  Policy proposals formulated at the local and regional levels are addressed at the 
MACD annual meeting/fall conference. Members vote on resolutions that define policy and direct state level 
activities.  Resolutions with national implications are forwarded to the National Association of Conservation 
Districts (NACD, below) for deliberation and approval.    
  
MACD advocates on behalf of districts with legislators, state and federal agencies, partners, and advocacy 
groups.  They represent conservation district interests and advocate for district programs and natural resource 
conservation issues, providing a strong presence to build partnerships and understanding that grows into 
opportunity and programs for conservation districts.  The State Council and MACD executive director lead this 
work and the multidisciplinary legislative committee and funding workgroup.  MACD represents conservation 
district interests and is responsible for the state operational funding campaign and the monitoring of 
legislative bills to take positions based on MACD policy to assure districts are represented and 
protected.  Additionally, many member benefits are available through MACD, including:  

▪ Outreach program which shares district program highlights via statewide media organizations, the MACD 
website, and their Facebook page  

▪ Business insurance program at competitive rates   
▪ QuickBooks assistance   
▪ Tree sale marketing campaign  
▪ Marketing and branding tools  
▪ A.M. Leonard group buying discount  
▪ Educational and networking events (members receive discounted registration)  
▪ Google for nonprofits platform including many beneficial Google tools  
▪ Utilization of MACD’s 501(c)3 status for grant proposals  
▪ One-on-one assistance with capacity building  

 

For more information on MACD: www.macd.org  
  
Michigan Department of Agriculture and Rural Development (MDARD) is the state agency directed by law to 
coordinate programs of conservation districts.  MDARD assists in planning local programs, assures each district 
is operated and maintained as an entity of government, and administers state-allocated grants to districts.  
MDARD Environmental Stewardship Division (ESD) Regional Coordinators are the primary contacts to receive 
ESD assistance to you and your staff.  For more information on MDARD: www.michigan.gov/mdard  
 
USDA Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) provides the technical standards and financial cost-
share to implement conservation practices to address natural resource concerns. NRCS offices are housed 
within USDA Service Centers. In many areas in Michigan, they are co-located with the local conservation 
district, providing a unified service approach to the community's citizens.  NRCS at the local level works in 
partnership with districts, providing technical assistance to districts, landowners, and land managers.  
Congress legislates programs administered by NRCS through the passage of a Farm Bill.  For more information 
on USDA NRCS: www.nrcs.usda.gov/wps/portal/nrcs/site/mi/home/ 
 
▪ FEDERAL/NATIONAL PARTNERS 

National Association of Conservation Districts (NACD) formed in 1946, is a nonprofit organization that 
nationally represents the 3,000 conservation districts and their board of directors. NACDs mission is 
to promote the wise and responsible use of natural resources for all lands by representing locally led 
conservation districts and their associations through grassroots advocacy, education, and partnerships. NACD 



 

8 
 

was founded on the philosophy that conservation decisions should be made at the local level with technical 
and financial assistance from federal, state and local governments and with input from the private sector.  
 
As the national voice for all conservation districts, NACD supports voluntary, incentive-driven natural resource 
conservation programs that benefit all citizens. NACD maintains relationships with organizations and 
government agencies; publishes information about districts; works with leaders in agriculture, conservation, 
environment, education, industry, and other fields; and provides services to its districts.  
 
NACD’s programs and activities aim to advance conservation led by local districts and the millions of 
cooperating landowners and land managers they serve. Through a cooperative agreement with NRCS, NACD 
awards funding to further enhance conservation district technical assistance (TA) across the nation with their 
TA grants. Additionally, NACD promotes district employee participation at the NRCS Conservation Planning 
Boot Camp, an intensive training course for technical employees covering current conservation planning 
policy. For additional information on NACD: www.nacdnet.org 
 
USDA Farm Services Agency (FSA) is a federal agency that oversees several voluntary programs which address 
many farming and ranching-related conservation issues, including:  
 
▪ Drinking water protection  
▪ Reducing soil erosion  
▪ Preserving and restoring forests, wetlands, and wildlife habitat  
▪ Aiding farmers whose farms are damaged by natural disasters   
 
FSA accomplishes these goals through several conservation programs which provide cost-share funds to 
landowners. FSA assists the district boards with establishing the local workgroup, which develops & prioritizes 
resource issues for submission for funding under federal USDA programs. For more information on FSA: 
www.fsa.usda.gov 
 

▪ STATE PARTNERS 

Michigan Department of Environment, Great Lakes, and Energy (EGLE) is responsible for enforcing many 
natural resource and environmental regulations including wetlands, surface water quality, and soil erosion and 
sedimentation control (SESC). Their mission is to protect Michigan’s environment and public health by 
managing air, water, land, and energy resources. For more information on EGLE: 
https://www.michigan.gov/egle/  
 
Michigan Department of Natural Resources (MDNR) strives to protect natural and cultural resources, ensure 
sustainable recreation use and enjoyment, enable strong natural resource-based economies, improve and 
build strong relationships and partnerships, and foster effective business practices and good governance. 
MDNR administers grants that make communities healthier, safer, and more vibrant and enable local partners 
to promote projects that provide recreational opportunities, enhance wildlife habitat, and ensure public 
safety. For more information on MDNR: www.michigan.gov/dnr 
 
Michigan State University Extension (MSUE) helps people improve their lives by bringing the vast knowledge 
and resources of MSUE directly to individuals, communities, and businesses.  For more than 100 years, MSUE 
has helped grow Michigan’s economy by equipping residents with the information they need to do their jobs 
better, raise healthy and safe families, build their communities, and empower children to dream of a 
successful future. MUSE staff are valuable resources for assistance with demonstration and education 
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programs that promote an understanding of conservation needs, problems, and solutions. For more 
information on MSUE: www.msue.msu 
 
▪ LOCAL PARTNERS 

County Government, “agents" of state government created to deliver services, such as courts, running 
elections, and oversight of public functions. Counties also provide services specific to their jurisdictions based 
on local voters' preferences, such as parks and airports. For more information on county government:  
www.micounties.org  
 
Townships are statutory units of government authorized by state law to perform a wide variety of functions. 
Townships are required to perform assessment administration, tax collection, and elections administration. 
Townships may also perform numerous governmental functions, including enacting and enforcing ordinances, 
planning and zoning, fire and police protection, cemeteries, parks and recreation facilities and programs, and 
many more. For more information on Michigan townships: www.michigantownships.org 
 
Other Local Program Partners 

• Commodity and livestock producer groups 

• Colleges and universities 

• Drain commissioner 

• Foundations 

• Health department 

• Land conservancies  

• Local businesses  

• Planning commission 

• Volunteers 

• Wildlife and environmental organizations 

• Watershed organizations 
 

MICHIGAN ASSOCIATION OF CONSERVATION DISTRICTS BRANDING AND LOGO 

Consistent use of visual elements Michigan Conservation Districts amplify and project a more recognizable 
identity of conservation districts in our state. Use of the uniform logo is a benefit of being a MACD member in 
good standing. MACD can provide a custom logo for your district, by filling out this form. In addition, MACD 
has in development an eCommerce store on its website, where you can purchase custom branded materials. 
 

REFERENCES 

MACD has developed this document with support from our state and federal partners. For more information 
on this guidebook and the roles and responsibilities of Michigan Conservation District Directors, please contact 
MACD at 517-324-5274, or visit www.macd.org  
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APPENDIX I: CONSERVATION DISTRICT ACRONYMS 

AC Area Conservationist (NRCS) 

CD Conservation District 

CDEM Conservation District Employees of Michigan 

CISMA Cooperative Invasive Species Management Area 

CREP Conservation Reserve Enhancement Program (MDARD) 

CSP Conservation Stewardship Program (NRCS) 

CTAI Conservation Technical Assistance Initiative (MDARD) 

CWA Cooperative Working Agreement  

DC District Conservationist (NRCS) 

EGLE Michigan Department of Environment, Great Lakes, and Energy 

EPA Environmental Protection Agency 

EQIP Environmental Quality Incentives Program (NRCS) 

ESD Environmental Stewardship Division (MDARD) 

FAP Forestry Assistance Program (MDARD) 

FOIA Freedom of Information Act 

FSA Farm Service Agency (USDA) 

GIS Geographic Information System 

GLRI Great Lakes Restoration Initiative  

HAP Hunting Access Program (MDNR) 

MACD Michigan Association of Conservation Districts 

MAEAP Michigan Agriculture Environmental Assurance Program (MDARD) 

MDARD Michigan Department of Agriculture & Rural Development 

MDNR Michigan Department of Natural Resources 

MDOT Michigan Department of Transportation 

MOU Memorandum of Understanding 

MSUE Michigan State University Extension 

NACD National Association of Conservation Districts 

NASCA National Association of State Conservation Agencies 

NCDEA National Conservation District Employees Association 

NCPP National Conservation Planning Partnership 

NRCS Natural Resources Conservation Service 

OMA Open Meetings Act 

QFP Qualified Forest Program (MDARD) 

RC Regional Coordinator (MDARD) 

RCPP Regional Conservation Partnership Program (NRCS) 

SC State Conservationist (NRCS) 

USDA United States Department of Agriculture 

USFS United States Forest Service 

USFWS United States Fish & Wildlife Service 

USGS United States Geological Survey 
 


