
 

 

MYTHS v. FACTS from 

About This Document 
AAOM (American Aggregates of Michigan) has applied to open a large-scale industrial sand and gravel 
mine adjacent to Watkins Lake State Park & County Preserve in Norvell Township, Michigan. This 
document addresses common assumptions about the project. 

About Irish Hills Concerned Citizens (IHCC) 
IHCC’s mission is to protect Watkins Lake State Park & County Preserve, its birds and wildlife, and the 
rural character of the surrounding region. We are an all-volunteer organization registered with the state 
of Michigan as a nonprofit. We have no financial stake in the outcome of this application. 
 

MYTH: “The mine will be a financial windfall for the township and its residents.” 

FACTS: Despite promising future benefits to the community, AAOM’s application provides no supporting 
evidence for this claim. Instead we know: 

➢​ The mine would employ only 6 to 8 people, including some existing employees.1 

➢​ Studies of property values near other Michigan gravel mines found reductions of up to 30%,2 
which can reduce taxable property values and, in turn, local tax revenues over time. 

➢​ The application proposes 9 inbound and 9 outbound gravel trucks per hour – one truck passing 
every three to four minutes.3 Heavy truck traffic accelerates road damage, with repair costs that 
may exceed any financial benefits the township receives.4 

BOTTOM LINE: Any potential tax revenue must be weighed against likely costs to local roads, 
nearby property values, and the rural character of the community. A gravel deposit is finite, while 
its impacts on roads, land use, and community character may persist long after extraction ends. 

 

MYTH: “The land has already been degraded; a gravel mine wouldn’t make it worse.” 

FACTS: Farmland and gravel mines are not equivalent land uses. A large industrial mine would 
fundamentally alter the landscape to the detriment of the rural character of the entire area around it. 

➢​ The proposed mine would convert hundreds of acres of rural land into an industrial extraction 
site, changing the character of the surrounding community for at least the next 20 years.   

➢​ Unlike agriculture, gravel mining removes the land itself. Even after extraction ends, the impacts 
on land use, viewsheds, and community character can persist for generations. 

➢​ The proposed site borders the Marsh Brook Prairie Fen Complex, a rare groundwater-fed 
ecosystem that is highly sensitive to changes in groundwater flow.5 These ecosystems protect 
water quality for more than 178,000 Michiganders living within the River Raisin Watershed.6 

➢​ Prairie fens harbor high levels of biodiversity and provide critical habitat for numerous rare plant 
and animal species. Watkins Lake State Park and the adjacent Arnold Fen supports numerous 
rare and protected plant and animal species, and AAOM's own application identifies multiple 
state or federally listed species with suitable habitat nearby.7 AAOM’s own application identifies 
11 state or federally listed species with suitable habitat nearby.8 

➢​ Groundwater doesn’t respect property boundaries. Hydrogeological analyses indicate that 
groundwater flowing through the proposed mining area helps sustain nearby wetlands and fens. 
Changes to groundwater recharge or flow patterns may threaten these sensitive ecosystems, 
even when mining does not occur directly within the wetlands themselves.9 
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➢​ Michigan's ecological assessments recommend maintaining natural buffers around prairie fens 

to protect their hydrology and ecological integrity.12  Industrial mining along the fen boundary is 
inconsistent with that recommendation. 

BOTTOM LINE: The question at hand isn't about this land’s past use, it’s about its future use. Is 
replacing rural land with a large industrial mine an appropriate land use next to a state park and 
sensitive wetlands? We believe the answer is an unequivocal “no”. 

 

MYTH: “We need gravel and it has to come from somewhere.” 

FACTS: The issue isn't "gravel or no gravel." The question is whether a large industrial mine belongs 
next to a state park, near sensitive wetlands and wildlife habitat, with a haul route along busy lake 
communities.  

➢​Michigan law (MCL 125.3205) requires the township to consider the relationship of the proposed 
extraction to existing land uses and its impact on land uses in the vicinity.13 The proposed site 
borders Watkins Lake State Park & County Preserve, a waterfowl refuge with a documented bald 
eagle nest,14 and is adjacent to globally rare prairie fens supporting endangered and threatened 
species.15 

➢​AAOM argues that only large parcels like this one can support a viable modern mining operation.¹⁶ 
But using AAOM’s own measure of activity applied to their stated market area, IHCC identified at 
least 14 active sand and gravel operations – of varying sizes – currently producing and serving 
that market.¹⁷ This analysis uses Mine Safety and Health Administration (MSHA) production and 
employment records to identify operations with recent reported activity, applying a consistent 
methodology to AAOM’s own market-area assumptions. AAOM acknowledged only five 
operations, drawn from a far narrower 20-mile radius.¹⁸ 

➢​What AAOM is describing when it insists on large-scale operations isn’t a public necessity – it’s a 
business model. Michigan law requires the township to weigh the overall public interest in the 
extraction, not the applicant’s return on investment.19 A site that maximizes AAOM’s profitability is 
not necessarily a site that serves this community’s interests. 

BOTTOM LINE: This dispute isn’t over whether Michigan needs gravel. What this community is 
asking is whether this particular location – next to irreplaceable public land, above a sensitive 
groundwater system, along residential roads and a state park — is where that gravel should 
come from. AAOM hasn't answered that question. They've answered a different one: whether this 
location is profitable for them. 

 

MYTH: “There’s nothing we can do to stop the mine.” 

FACTS: In reality, the legal framework supports a well-grounded denial: 
➢​ Under MCL 125.3205, the township may deny a mining permit if “very serious consequences” 

would result. The applicant bears the burden of proof – not the township.19 

➢​ In 2022, the Norvell Township Board, following advice from the township attorney, adopted an 
updated mining ordinance governing permit applications for mineral extraction, using the more 
mandatory phrasing that a permit "shall be denied" if an applicant like AAOM fails to 
demonstrate that “no very serious consequences” would occur.20 

➢​ Sharon Township recently denied a similar mining application and has successfully defended 
that decision. The court upheld the denial in part because the applicant failed to demonstrate 
genuine market need within a feasible delivery radius – one of the same weaknesses present in 
AAOM’s application.21 

BOTTOM LINE: Norvell Township has real legal tools to deny this permit – and a recent 
precedent showing those tools work. As concerned citizens, our goal is to make sure 
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decision-makers have the information and credentialed expert evidence to make a legally 
defensible decision. The greatest risk here isn't fighting this mine – it's being intimidated into 
making an ill-considered decision that would ultimately harm our community. 

 

MYTH: “Fighting the mine would bankrupt Norvell Township, and we’d still end up 
with a gravel pit.” 

FACTS: AAOM and its parent company Levy Co. are indeed large companies with substantial 
resources. But that doesn’t mean Norvell Township is powerless. 

➢​ Norvell Township carries commercial insurance through the Michigan Township Participating 
Plan to cover risks of losses, including torts and errors and omissions.22 

➢​ IHCC is raising funds for a legal defense fund. The township’s legal team has verified that 
outside entities can help it support their decision, if additional legal or technical support is 
needed in the event AAOM challenges the decision in court. 

➢​ The Sharon Township denial demonstrates that a permit denial grounded in the law and the 
factual record is defensible. It is essential that evidence is presented by credentialed experts in 
order for it to stand up in court. Sharon Township officials have confirmed that their insurance 
has covered all litigation costs to date following their denial of a similar permit.23 

➢​ The Township is also likely to be sued if they approve the permit. Lawsuits are common 
when permits for large extraction projects are decided – whether the decision is to approve 
or deny.  

BOTTOM LINE: Michigan townships carry insurance, and recent experience shows that a 
well-supported denial can withstand legal challenges.The best defense against these lawsuits is for 
the Township’s decision to be grounded in evidence and arise from a legal process – not fear of 
litigation itself. 

 

MYTH: “Opposition is mostly coming from people outside Norvell Township.” 

FACTS: Opposition to this mine has come mostly from within Norvell Township, as well as beyond it: 
➢​ Over 800 Norvell Township property owners have signed petitions opposing this mine – 

representing 36% of unique private property owners in the township.24 

➢​ The proposed site sits on the township border, directly affecting residents in adjacent 
Manchester Township as much as, if not more than, many residents of Norvell Township. 
Additionally, the site borders Watkins Lake State Park, a public resource belonging to all 
Michigan residents, and the proposed haul route passes through Hayes State Park as well as 
multiple townships along US-12.25 

➢​ Michigan law recognizes this reality. Under MCL 125.3205, the township is explicitly permitted – 
and in some cases required – to consider impacts in the “vicinity of the property” and along 
“proposed hauling routes.”26 

➢​ Norvell’s own Master Plan includes strategies to coordinate planning with neighboring 
communities regarding shared resources.27 

BOTTOM LINE: This is not an “us vs. them” issue. Hundreds of Norvell residents oppose the 
mine, and its impacts would extend to neighboring townships, state parks, and communities 
along the haul route. 

 

MYTH: “Those opposing the mine must be making money from this fight.” 
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FACTS: This claim is false: 

➢​ IHCC is an all-volunteer organization currently applying for 501(c)(4) nonprofit status with the 
IRS. We have no financial stake in the outcome of this application. 

➢​ We are raising funds primarily to hire credentialed experts – because if the mining company 
sues the township for denying the permit, expert opinions must hold up in court. 

➢​ AAOM has been developing this application for several years and has invested substantial 
resources in the project. Our fundraising goal of $150,000 is relatively modest in comparison. 

➢​ We are thoughtful and transparent about every dollar spent. Any community member with 
questions about our finances is welcome to meet with us directly. 

BOTTOM LINE: Attacking who is speaking up doesn’t answer whether the mine is a good idea. 
The real questions are about impacts – to roads, property values, water, parkland, and 
community character. 

 

THE BIG PICTURE 
The existence of gravel does not automatically justify mining it at this location. Michigan law requires 
decision-makers to weigh the public value of extraction against its impacts on neighboring land uses, 
natural resources, public infrastructure, and the broader community. 

This proposal would place a large industrial mine next to a state park, near rare wetlands, above a 
sensitive groundwater system, and along roads used daily by residents and visitors. It would decrease 
the values of hundreds of properties in the Township. The question before Norvell Township is whether 
the benefits of this mine outweigh those impacts. That decision should be based on facts, expert 
evidence, and the public interest – not assumptions, pressure, or fear of litigation. 

IHCC remains committed to ensuring that residents and decision-makers have access to the facts, 
expert analysis, and public participation needed to make that decision wisely.  
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