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Significance statements express why Sleeping Bear Dunes 
National Lakeshore resources and values are important 
enough to merit national park unit designation. Statements of 
significance describe why an area is important within a global, 
national, regional, and systemwide context. These statements 
are linked to the purpose of the park unit, and are supported by 
data, research, and consensus. Significance statements describe 
the distinctive nature of the park and inform management 
decisions, focusing efforts on preserving and protecting the 
most important resources and values of the park unit.

• The national lakeshore contains features of continental 
glaciation that are of global importance due to their 
relatively unimpacted state, the variety of features present, 
and their proximity to one another.

• The national lakeshore preserves outstanding scenic and 
publicly accessible resources. Its massive glacial headlands, 
expansive Lake Michigan beaches, remote islands, 
diverse habitats, impeccable wilderness opportunities, 
superb water resources, and rich human history offer 
an exceptional range of recreational, educational, and 
inspirational opportunities.

• The collection of historic sites and landscapes—
indigenous, maritime, agricultural, and recreational—in the 
national lakeshore is of a size and quality unsurpassed on 
the Great Lakes and rare elsewhere on the US coastline.

• The national lakeshore’s native plant and animal 
communities, especially the northern hardwoods, coastal 
forests, dune communities, and interdunal wetlands, are of 
a scale and quality that is rare on the Great Lakes shoreline. 
These relatively intact communities provide an opportunity 
for continuation of the ecological processes that have 
shaped them.

SignificancePurpose

The purpose of Sleeping Bear DuneS 
national lakeShore is to preserve 

outstanding natural features along the 
northeastern shore of Lake Michigan, 

including forests, beaches, dunes, 
wilderness character, and glacial 

phenomena in their natural setting and 
protect them from developments and 

uses that would destroy the scenic beauty 
and natural character of the area, for the 
benefit, inspiration, education, recreation, 

and enjoyment of the public.



Interpretive Themes

Fundamental resources and values are those features, systems, 
processes, experiences, stories, scenes, sounds, smells, or 
other attributes determined to merit primary consideration 
during planning and management processes because they are 
essential to achieving the purpose of the park and maintaining 
its significance.

• Geologic Processes

• Visitor Opportunities and Scenery

• Cultural Resources and History

• Ecological Communities and Processes 

• Wilderness Character

Sleeping Bear Dunes National Lakeshore contains other 
resources and values that may not be fundamental to the 
purpose and significance of the park, but are important to 
consider in management and planning decisions. These are 
referred to as other important resources and values.

• Pierce Stocking Scenic Drive

• Historic Sites of State and Local Significance

• Archeological Sites

Interpretive themes are often described as the key stories 
or concepts that visitors should understand after visiting 
a park—they define the most important ideas or concepts 
communicated to visitors about a park unit. Themes are 
derived from—and should reflect—park purpose, significance, 
resources, and values. The set of interpretive themes is 
complete when it provides the structure necessary for park staff 
to develop opportunities for visitors to explore and relate to all 
of the park significances and fundamental resources and values. 

• The tall dunes and dramatic sweep of Lake Michigan 
shoreline at Sleeping Bear Dunes National Lakeshore, 
along with other more subtle glacial features, provide an 
outstanding illustration of glaciation and help people 
discover and understand the continually evolving surface 
of the Earth and how it influences the environment in 
which we live today.

• The spectacular, yet accessible, wilderness, sublime 
landscapes, and the beauty of Lake Michigan at Sleeping 
Bear Dunes National Lakeshore beckon to all who seek 
opportunities for exploration, discovery, recreation, and 
solitude that fulfill the human need for inspiration and 
renewal through connection to the land.

• The diversity of landscapes and structures at Sleeping 
Bear Dunes National Lakeshore, including the towering 
sand dunes with a “cap” of trees called by the region’s 
Anishinabek people “Misha Mokwa” (Great Bear), 
illustrates the rich American Indian, maritime, agricultural, 
and recreational history of the area and provides an 
opportunity to understand and appreciate the traditions, 
struggles, resourcefulness, and heroism of the people who 
have lived here using the abundant natural resources for 
food, shelter, clothing, and commerce.

• The diverse post-glacial landscapes protected by Sleeping 
Bear Dunes National Lakeshore support relatively intact, 
but fragile, native plant and animal communities that 
continue to be shaped by natural ecological processes, 
affording people the opportunity to understand, cherish, 
and help save the rapidly vanishing natural heritage of the 
Great Lakes shoreline.

Fundamental Resources and Values



Named after a complex of coastal sand dunes, the national 
lakeshore features white sand beaches, steep bluffs reaching as 
high as 450 feet above Lake Michigan, thick maple and beech 
forests, and clear inland lakes. The national lakeshore’s most 
notable features—the ancient sand dunes—are products of 
wind, ice, and water action over thousands of 
years. During the Ice Age, continental glaciers 
spread southward from Canada, repeatedly 
burying the Upper Midwest under sheets of ice. 
These massive glaciers enlarged river valleys, 
carved out the Great Lakes basin, and left 
behind conditions promoting the formation of 
sand dunes. Over the years, prevailing winds 
blowing across Lake Michigan built beach 
dunes on low-lying shores and “perched” 
dunes on high glacial plateaus. Sculpted by the 
wind, the active dunes shift and advance over 
time, sometimes burying trees and creating 
“ghost forests” of stark, bleached trunks. The 
high, perched dunes afford spectacular views 
across Lake Michigan and of other glacially 
formed landscapes. The contrast between the 
open, sunny environment of the dunes and the 
adjacent lush beech-maple forests is striking.

Long before the area became a national 
lakeshore, American Indians, lumbermen, 
merchant sailors, and farmers visited or settled 
here. The Anishinaabeg are the original people 
of this area dating back thousands of years. 
French explorers, fur traders, and missionaries 
arrived in the mid-1600s. Not long thereafter, 
other groups settled in the area, and shipping 
on the Great Lakes increased, along with 
the region’s population and commerce. Vast 
forests were cleared in the 1880s to supply 
lumber for construction and fuel for ships that 
sailed the Great Lakes. In the 1920s, lumbering 
subsided as the supply of hardwood dwindled. 
Subsistence homesteads evolved, followed 
by cash-crop farms and orchards. Visitors to 
the area found that its pleasant climate and 
stunning scenery made for a great place to 
spend leisure time.

Today, a lighthouse and US Life-Saving Service 
stations, coastal villages, and picturesque 
farmsteads reflect the national lakeshore’s rich 
maritime, agricultural, and recreational history. 

1

2

2

3

45

6

7

8

8

8

8

9

10

11

11

12

13

5

22

675

675677

679

669

608

677

708

706

704

665

669

669

610

667

616

651

109

109

115

115

72

22

22

22

31

31

GLEN  LAKE

North Bar Lake

South Bar Lake

Otter
Lake

Loon Lake

Long Lake

Rush
Lake

PLATTE
LAKE

Little
Platte
Lake

Upper
Herring Lake

Lower
Herring

Lake

Florence
Lake

Lake
Manitou

Shell
Lake

School
Lake

Bass Lake
Little

Traverse Lake

Lime
Lake

Crystal
River

S
h

a lda Cr 

G O O D   H A R B O R   
B A

Y
 

P L ATTE   B

A
Y

 

M A N I T O U     P A
S S A

G
E

 

O

tter  Creek 

PlatteRiver

Pl
at

te 

River 

Betsie 
Rive

r 

S L E E P I N G

B E A R  B AY

L A K E   M I C H I G A N
Lake Elevation: 580 feet (177 meters)

C R Y S T A L   L A K E

1024ft
312m

Francisco Morazan wreck

1001ft
305m

1014ft
309m

To
 Traverse C

ity

To Bear Lake
and Manistee To Cadillac

To Arcadia, Onekama,
and Manistee

To Traverse
City

Privately
owned

(No services)

(No services)

Benzie            Corridor

Privately
owned

Rd Esch 

Fowler Road

Indian H
ill Road

Karlin
   R

oad 

Thoreson
Road

Lake
Michigan
Road

Port Oneida Road

Voice
Road

Lake
Michigan
Road

Peterson
Road

Wilco Road

Day Forest Rd

Deadstream Road

   Stormer           Road

Empire Landing Field
(airstrip)

Frankfort Landing Field
(airstrip)

Dune Climb

Inspiration
Point

D.H. Day

Platte
River

Sleeping Bear Point
Coast Guard Station

Maritime Museum

Port Oneida
Rural Historic

District

Pierce Stocking Scenic Drive

Park Headquarters

Trails End

Lighthouse

Motorized Tours
(seasonal)

Giant Cedars

Glen Haven
Historic Village

Glen Arbor

Burdickville

Empire

Maple City

Cedar

Lake Ann

Leland

Frankfort
Beulah

BenzoniaElberta

Honor

Pyramid Point

Sleeping Bear Point

Donner Point

Gull Point

Platte River Point

Point
Betsie

EMPIRE
BLUFFS

SLEEPING
BEAR

DUNES

S O U T H
M A N I T O U

I S L A N D

N O R T H  M A N I T O U
I S L A N D

Passenger Ferry

(seasonal)

Passenger Ferry
(seasonal)

Philip A. Hart
Visitor Center

Park boundary extends
¼ mile into Lake Michigan.

Parcels of private property 
exist within the park’s 
authorized boundary. Many 
small areas are not shown 
on the map. Respect all 
property owners’ rights.

Old Indian
Platte Plains
Empire Bluff
Windy Moraine
Shauger Hill
Cottonwood
(no winter use)
Dunes Hiking
Sleeping Bear Heritage Trail
(non-motorized, multi-use trail)
Sleeping Bear Point
(no winter use)
Alligator Hill
Bay View
Pyramid Point
Good Harbor Bay

1
2
3
4
5
6

7
8

9

10
11
12
13

Ranger station

Picnic area

Campground

Beach access area

Backcountry campground
(walk-in only; permit required)

Unpaved road

Authorized
parkland

Trail

Wilderness Area

Trails
Trails for hiking and /or 
crosscountry skiing begin at 
designated locations. Detailed 
trail maps are available.

0 1

0 1

4 Miles

4 Kilometers

North

The region surrounding the national lakeshore is a popular 
vacation and summer home destination. In recent times 
the area has undergone considerable growth as homes 
and support services are built for expanding full-time and 
summer populations.
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