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Harsens Island, Michigan is located at the southern end of the St. Clair River, where it discharges into Lake St. Clair.  The other end of Lake St. Clair is the northern boundary of the Detroit River and a couple of miles downstream is the northern boundary of the Detroit River International Wildlife Refuge.  Harsens Island is part of the St. Clair Flats, the world’s largest fresh water delta, which it shares with the Canadian island Walpole, the First Nation’s reservation and wildlife preserve.  The two islands are separated by the 1200 foot wide South Channel of the St. Clair River.  Walpole Island is home to 96 provincially rare plants, 14 rare breeding birds, 5 rare reptiles and 5 rare butterflies.  Its wetland has been a Ramsar site since 1985 and is considered of international importance.  The St. Clair Flats is home to a number of fragile ecosystems and is located on both the Atlantic and Mississippi Flyways. Waterfowl make extensive use of Great Lakes coastal waters and wetlands, with estimates of migrating birds historically reaching three million (Great Lakes Basin Commission 1975).  The St. Clair River Delta is known to harbor some of the best remnant lakeplain prairie sites within the entire Great Lakes Basin, protecting globally significant biodiversity. 
The Hunt Club property contains approximately 500 acres of wetlands, forests, prairies, ponds and canals that connect with the St. Clair River and Lake St. Clair.  The Michigan Natural Features Inventory circa 1800 vegetation maps show this property used to be shrub swamp/emergent marsh and wet prairie.  The property is home to a variety of fish, ducks, migratory birds, mammals and other animals, as well as many valued plant species.  This site contains remnants of globally imperiled lakeplain prairie, a variation of tallgrass prairie that occurs only in the Great Lakes region.  Originally covering an estimated 160,000 acres in Michigan circa 1800, they have been reduced by over 99 percent (Comer et al. 1995).  The Michigan Natural Features Inventory (MNFI) has identified only 14 high-quality lakeplain wet prairies in Michigan today, totaling 613 acres (Albert and Kost 1998).  Lakeplain prairies are maintained by two critical ecosystem processes: periodic high Great Lakes water levels and frequent surface fires. However, virtually all of these unique coastal wetlands are threatened by shrub invasion due to a lack of fire and prolonged low Great Lakes water levels, as well as by non-native invasive species like Phragmites (Albert and Kost 1998).  This area of the St. Clair Delta historically and/or currently supports rare species including the Eastern Fox snake, Blanding’s turtle, red mulberry, Sullivant’s milkweed, purple milkweed, Clinton’s bulrush, Culver’s root borer moth, red legged spittlebug, great blue heron, least bittern, king rail, black-crowned night herron, federally threatened eastern prairie fringed orchid and other endangered and threatened species. In 2004 The Great Lakes Commission's Lake St. Clair Coastal Habitat Assessment, funded in part by the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration's Coastal Services Center, identified this site as a Potential Conservation Area in its highest priority category.

Since the mid 1900's this unique area has been threatened by development.   The threat intensified six years ago when the Township adopted a new zoning ordinance that broadly took all agricultural land in the township and reclassified it for residential use. There are just three parcels of vacant private land over 500 acres remaining on Harsens Island.  A site plan for a condominium development has already been submitted for one parcel.  Last year the other two parcels, which adjoin each other, were in negotiation for sale to a residential developer.  One of those is the Hunt Club property.  The Detroit International Bridge Company has submitted plans to construct a vehicle bridge to the island, which could be the catalyst for major development.  Saving a piece of Harsens Island’s special habitat is a unique opportunity that could soon disappear.  

The property’s southern boundary borders on the Michigan DNR St. Clair Flats Wildlife Area, which is used by the public for duck hunting.  Its northern boundary is separated from the auto/pedestrian ferry from the mainland by just one parcel of land.  The Hunt Club property could serve as part of a greenway to link the St. Clair Flats to the mainland, Algonac State Park and eventually to the Southeast Michigan Millennium Greenway.  

A parcel of land of only 53 acres which abuts the Hunt Club and contains similar ecosystems has provided the impetus for the development of the Stewart Farm Ecology Center.  Due to its proximity to Wayne, Oakland, and Macomb Counties the Center hosts dozens of school groups and public events each year to explore and enjoy the wildlife and habitats.   A twenty five acre lakeplain prairie restoration was begun in 2005 with the assistance of the DNR’s Landowner Incentive Program.  With burning and removal of invasive species the prairie has come to life, on its way to its presettlement beauty and vitality.  

The Hunt Club property has the potential to restore hundreds of additional acres of this globally imperiled natural community.  It is a natural treasure which needs to be preserved.  It is much more valuable to the county, state, country and the world if left as a natural preserve than it would be if developed for housing.  There are potential and irrevocable impacts on the flyway, endangered and threatened species and the Great Lakes Ecosystems if this property is not preserved.

