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Volunteers laid mulch fabric over topsoil and seeds during a May 9 stream restoration project on the Black River near Onaway, MI.



Our Watershed Approach

It’s a common problem—a landowner or group identifies a resource management issue that they think needs attention. Maybe 
it’s an eroding streambank, or an area where rainwater runoff is carrying pollutants into surface water, or a small dam that is 
restricting fish passage and changing the flow of a stream. Several of these come to our office each week. With limited time and 
funds, we have our project management staff—with help from some key technical partners—left to decide whether the concern 
should be a high priority to address. 

While there are times when the need to respond quickly to new problems is vital, the most cost-effective approach to getting the 
most important water quality improvement projects completed is the method Huron Pines has used the past three dozen years: 
Take a system-wide look at all of the land area draining to a water body and inventory all of the problem sites and resource issues 
we can find. We use the resource inventories to design Best Management Practices that can improve water quality, develop cost 
estimates, and rank potential sites so that we know the highest priority projects to work on in any given watershed. 

We work with local groups of stakeholders through watershed-based committees to help to develop practical solutions and bring 
together some of the resources needed to improve our streams. In our 11-county region the most limited resource for getting 
projects started is a lack of funding. 

In most of our northern Michigan rivers, an excessive amount 
of sediment (sand) is the number one pollutant that ruins a 
good coldwater river system. There are many human-caused 
sources of sediment loading to rivers, but we’ve found that the 
primary contributor is often road/stream crossings. Working 
on road/stream crossings is tough—the projects cost a lot, 
they aren’t as glamorous and easy to raise donations for as 
some other projects and it’s easy for all the partners to put 
the projects on the back burner. Many of the most important 
sites are small sandy backroads in the headwater areas of 
rivers, places where few visit. But in terms of water quality 
and the fishery, we have had one watershed management 
planning process after another identify this approach as the 
number one strategy. Even with the expense and the amount 
of work involved, installing Best Management Practices at road/
stream crossings has been the best approach for improving and 
protecting coldwater river systems. 

Resulting Projects: Pine River-Van Etten Lake 
Watershed (Alcona County)
We hear about it when people have projects that just don’t rank as high-priority work when compared with what our inventories 
have shown. But using the watershed-based approach, conducting inventories and reviewing the results with local stakeholders, 
remains the best way to get high-impact work completed. The process can be slower than we’d like at times, but it’s worth the 
perseverance. 

Perhaps nowhere is that more evident right now than with our Pine River-Van Etten Lake Watershed (PRVEL) Coalition. It 
was formed a decade ago to address water quality issues and continues to meet quarterly to discuss projects and watershed 
concerns. The USDA Forest Service was an early partner in helping us to pull the partnership together and the Michigan 
Department of Environmental Quality (MDEQ) funded the watershed inventory and planning work. Volunteer efforts, led by Dan 
Stock, Carole Plunkey and Gene Stagner, kept the group alive. This year, when the Economic Recovery and Reinvestment Act 

provided an opportunity for groups that had done their homework and had a list of high-priority sites, the PRVEL Watershed 
Coalition and Huron Pines were able to quickly respond to the call for projects. 

Using the watershed inventories collected for the recent MDEQ watershed plan update, we provided the USDA Forest 
Service a list of seven key projects. They were recently able to award $1 million dollars in funding to pay for design and 
construction of Best Management Practices at these sites. In partnership with the Alcona County Road Commission, 
we’ll be able to utilize this funding on projects starting this fall and running through 2011; an investment in local 2

Site 144a on a tributary from Sprinkler Lake. Correcting the erosion 
problems at this site will improve water quality and fish passage in the 
stream.  



Huron Pines and the RC&D Program
Huron Pines is a member of the nationwide RC&D Program (Resource Conservation & 
Development), which affords us a close working relationship with the USDA-Natural Resources 
Conservation Service. For our organization, this means that we have extra technical help available 
in the areas of surveying, mapping, engineering, wildlife management, and soils—expertise 
that is used to further enhance our projects and allow us to do more than we otherwise could 
accomplish. For Huron Pines, we’re pleased to have help from Perry Smeltzer, RC&D liaison; 
Andrea Paladino, Engineer; and Steve Rodock, Soil Scientist, allocated from NRCS to help with our 
programs. For more information on the RC&D Program and opportunities to benefit from it in 
other regions, please visit www.nrcs.usda.gov or contact our office.

resources based right out of the watershed approach to projects.

Some of the sites slated to be addressed with the Forest Service 
funding include the following:

Vandercook Creek at Vandercook Road (Inventory Site 80)
This road/stream crossing is causing sediment to enter the river 
through its long, steep approaches and eroding embankments. 
Poor culvert alignment also contributes to fish passage problems.

West Branch Pine River at Fowler Road (Inventory Site 136)
Erosion at this site along with an undersized pipe is causing the 
formation of a large pool. More sediment is also being added to 
the stream by runoff over the long, steep approaches and eroding 
embankment.

Tributary of Sprinkler Lake at Adams Road  
(Inventory Sites 144a and b)
These two sites are located at the entrance to the Sprinkler Lake 
education center and will be treated at the same time to minimize 
disturbance and maximize benefits. At both sites, fish passage is 
impeded by perched culverts and sediment is added to the stream from eroding streambanks.

McGillis Creek at Bean Hill Road (Inventory Site 157)
At this crossing, embankment and road shoulder erosion along with long, steep approaches are allowing sediment to enter the 
river system.

Loud Creek at Stout Road (Inventory Site 213f)
Embankment erosion, a plunge pool and upstream sediment are threatening water quality at this road/stream crossing, while 
perched culverts impede fish passage.

McGillis Creek at Buhl Road (Inventory Site 87)
Fish passage issues like an undersized culvert and backed up water along the adjacent road make this site a priority, as well as 
sediment from embankment and roadside erosion.

BMPs commonly used at these types of sites are designed around improving the condition of the stream. Typical practices 
include widening and lengthening the culverts, stabilizing embankment erosion, hardening road approaches, diverting flows, and 
revegetation. For more information on the design of BMPs, read our Great Lakes Better Backroads Guidebook, available on our 
website.

The Alcona County Road Commission has already begun planning work on some of these sites, and engineering and construction 
work will begin on the rest in the next year. In addition to these top priority sites, project partners have created a list of extra 
sites that may be suitable for project funding if more becomes available. To follow the progress of construction at these sites, go 
to www.huronpines.org.
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Pine River-Van Etten Lake Road/Stream Crossings

Site 136 on the West Branch Pine River. The culvert at this 
crossing is too small, creating high-pressure flows that eroded a 
large pool downstream. 



Huron Pines AmeriCorps

Changing a Landscape
Emily Sewell is serving her second year as a Huron Pines AmeriCorps member 
with the Otsego County Conservation District. Her activities are varied and include 
developing resource stewardship programs for kids, leading greenbelt and native 
plant programs and working with landowners to improved habitat on their land. 
During her service she has assisted landowners in improving over 32 acres of land 
for wildlife habitat by planting over 6,000 native trees and shrubs to provide food 
and cover for wildlife. Projects like this have a long-term impact: Emily states, “I 
think it is awesome that in 20 years I will be able to look at an aerial photo or just 
drive down the road and see the difference I made during my service.”
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Highlighting Our Service
Huron Pines AmeriCorps, in its second year, is 
continuing to have a large impact on northern 
Michigan communities and our natural resources. 
Twelve members are busy with various activities 
including engaging volunteers in forest clean-ups, 
hosting workshops for invasive species removal, 
linking conservation partners, implementing hands-on 
conservation projects and conducting environmental 
educational programs for students and adults. With 
much of the field season still left, our AmeriCorps 
members have already mobilized over 300 volunteers 
in conservation projects and educational programs. 
The following highlights are just a few of the great 
projects Huron Pines AmeriCorps members are leading. 
For information about all of our members go to www.
huronpinesamericorps.org.

Visit www.huronpinesamericorps.org  
for project updates and photos.

Conserving, Protecting, and Restoring  
Michigan’s Coldwater Streams  
One Chapter of Trout Unlimited at a Time
Kristin Nelson Thomas is serving with Michigan Trout Unlimited 
to develop volunteer monitoring programs that local chapters 
can complete in their watersheds. She has developed monitoring 
protocols, conducted presentations to seven chapters of Trout 
Unlimited and led numerous volunteer training sessions. The purpose 
of the monitoring program is to evaluate and establish a baseline of 
water quality and habitat data for selected river systems. It is a long-
term monitoring program where volunteers will assess the rivers. This 
information will be compiled and used to determine what type of 
water quality or habitat improvement projects will take place. 



Huron Pines AmeriCorps
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Huron Pines AmeriCorps Service Projects: 
National Spring Service and Habitat Restoration
The May 9 Spring Service Project was part of AmeriCorps 
Week: a week-long, nationwide event designed to bring more 
Americans into service, salute AmeriCorps members and 
alums for their powerful impact and thank the community 
partners who make AmeriCorps possible. This year we 
celebrated by partnering with Sturgeon For Tomorrow to 
restore an eroding streambank on the Black River near 
Onaway, MI. Sand entering the river at this point is negatively 
impacting sturgeon spawning habitat. Over 60 volunteers 
participated, including two Boy Scout Troops and many 
individuals who visit every year to guard the sturgeon from 
poaching during their vulnerable spawning season. To learn 
more about the impact of the project, see page 8.

In June, the Huron Pines AmeriCorps members, the river crew, staff and volunteers placed in-stream habitat along nearly a 
quarter mile of the Au Sable River near Parmalee Bridge. This stretch of river was devoid of any woody material, which provides 
valuable habitat for fish, amphibians and insects while protecting the bank from erosion. To capture this hard work the W.K. 
Kellogg Foundation sent a crew to video and take photographs of the event. They interviewed AmeriCorps members, staff and 
board members to paint the picture of the impact Huron Pines AmeriCorps members are having in our communities and for our 
resources. 

Maritime Learning
Steve Gates is serving with the Thunder Bay National Marine 
Sanctuary in Alpena, MI. His service focuses on developing and 
leading education sessions for students, service groups and 
individuals. Earlier this year, Steve helped lead an event engaging 
185 elementary students from Northeast Michigan. Students 
learned about fisheries, the watershed, aquatic habitat, water 
quality monitoring, maritime history and SCUBA diving. They 
toured and sailed aboard working NOAA research vessels to learn 
about how scientific field work is done by these boats on the Great 
Lakes. “Through this event these elementary school students 
experienced scientific research first-hand and discovered some of 
the tools scientists use to do research in Lake Huron for resource 
management in part of the largest fresh water lake system in the 
world,” noted Steve. These activities and discoveries are important 
to foster a generation of environmental resource stewards—the 
future caretakers of our land and water.

Welcome New Members
Huron Pines AmeriCorps welcomes two new members into service for 
the summer months. Abigail Ertel (left) is serving at HeadWaters Land 
Conservancy in Gaylord as a land protection specialist by responding 
to conservation easement donor inquiries, performing site inspections, 
and promoting land protection in the community. Neil Sauter (right) is 
serving as the outreach and education coordinator at Saginaw Basin Land 
Conservancy in Bay City, where he will be recruiting volunteers, arranging 
volunteer workdays, and conducting educational campaigns for the 
conservancy.  
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Celebrating 50 Years of Service To Our Rivers

Where Rivers Are Born 
If you drive around northern Michigan for any length of time, you likely 
have a pile of sand in your car. And in the unique part of Michigan 
from Grayling to Gaylord, we have sand, sand and more sand. The 
sand deposited by glaciers in this region has left us with river systems 
that have some of the cleanest, coldest water and stable stream flows 
found anywhere. It’s an area where trout streams are born. 

To those who know the story of our streams, it’s no surprise that this 
is also the birthplace of Trout Unlimited, one of the key partners that 
we work with here at Huron Pines. When it comes to actively working 
to improve our coldwater streams, the missions of our organizations 
complement one another nicely and our two groups have formed a 
very effective partnership. 

The partnership is based on the idea that keeping these streams high 
quality takes work—and there is plenty of work to go around. Trout 
Unlimited has long played a strong advocacy role in these parts. At the 
same time, Huron Pines takes a watershed approach in its mission to 
conserve the forests, lakes and streams of Northeast Michigan. The 
efforts of Trout Unlimited in working with us across our 11-county 
service area have helped to raise project funds, promote Best 
Management Practices and provide volunteer labor for some of our 
projects. When we look for a group to help get a project funded, we 
often look to Trout Unlimited right from the start and use their support 
to leverage others. 

In our watersheds, based on the best scientific information available, 
along with input from our state and federal biologists that are out in 
the field and the resource inventories we have conducted, we’re able 
to design projects that we know will help our rivers. We fulfill our 
mission by bringing a diverse mix of partners like Trout Unlimited to 
the table and coordinating the type of practical, on-the-ground work 
needed to protect these sensitive waters.
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Celebrating 50 Years of Service To Our Rivers

We’d run out of room if we listed everything that TU Chapters 
working in our area have helped us with, but we especially 
want to thank several of them for working with Huron Pines 
so much in recent years. The Detroit-based Paul H. Young 
Chapter comes up twice a year to the area to work with 
our staff and has provided more than $100,000 in funding, 
making possible high-impact projects like installation of Best 
Management Practices at several road-stream crossings, the 
Grayling Stormwater Project, site visits with landowners and 
water monitoring. The Grayling-based Mason-Griffith Founders 
Chapter of TU every year makes generous contributions 
to support the efforts of our Au Sable River Watershed 
Restoration Committee. And, just to the north, the Headwaters 
Chapter of TU has been critical these last few years in helping 
us get all sorts of new projects going. 

Other chapters, including William B. Mershon, Challenge, 
Kalamazoo Valley, Lansing, and Clinton Valley have been 
great about helping with both labor and project grants that 
allow us to do our watershed projects, such as stormwater 
management, erosion control, invasive species, fish habitat 
and so much more.  

It’s now the 50th birthday of Trout Unlimited and as we look 
down the river, we all realize that there are many things that 
still need to be done for coldwater streams and fisheries 
habitat. And while that work carries some urgency, we’re 
fortunate that there are some great groups out there and, 
through working together, we can accomplish much. 

On behalf of Huron Pines, we wish TU another prosperous 50 years. 

Some TU chapters bring involve kids in conservation 
through LWD volunteer workdays.

Volunteer river monitoring is an important project that TU 
chapters assist with on many rivers in our service area.

Adapted from artwork by Dwane Raver.



Restoration Projects
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Before, during and after: the same site on the Black River, where volunteers repaired erosion with soil, mulch and plants. 

South Branch Au Sable Large Woody Debris
Huron Pines, Anglers of the Au Sable and ORVIS are working together to bring more LWD to the South 
Branch. Through $30,000 in funding provided by Anglers of the Au Sable and ORVIS, the Huron Pines crew 
will be spending 10 weeks in the fall adding trees to improve fish habitat. Visit www.huronpines.org to 
learn more.

Our Gratitude To...
Oscoda and Ogemaw Conservation Dis-
tricts for donating their leftover tree sale 
plants for our restoration projects.

Scott McNamara Ford for assisting us in 
purchasing a new truck for project use.

Chris Engle (Gaylord Herald Times) and 
Jerry Nunn (Info Northeast) for their 
extensive coverage of our conservation 
work.

Black River Restoration Sites
On May 9th over 60 volunteers joined the Huron Pines AmeriCorps members and Stur-
geon For Tomorrow for the AmeriCorps Spring Service Project on the Black River near 
Onaway.  The goal of the project was to use native vegetation and “soft” erosion control 
techniques to stabilize eroding streambanks.  The streambanks in question are exposed 
to heavy foot traffic by people going down to the river to get a better view of the lake 
sturgeon, which are in this stretch of the river during their spawning activity. The human 
foot traffic on the bank is what destabilized the soil and furthered the erosion.  Sand 
entering the river from the erosion can actually prevent sturgeon eggs from attaching to 
the bottom of the stream, keeping them from developing.  It was critical to involve the 
public in restoring these sites and protecting the lake sturgeon population.

Volunteers replenished eroded topsoil, placed grass seed and installed mulch fabric over the banks.  Everyone then participated 
in planting 3,000 native plants through the mulch fabric.  The native perennials will eventually grow a thick mass of roots, which 
will ultimately hold soil in place and prevent further erosion.  

There is still work to be done on these sites as well.  The area that receives the heaviest foot traffic was left unplanted for the 
time being so the next step is to go in and revegetate those spots that function as “trails” to many visitors. Finally, there is a 
third site that is known locally as the “rope swing” site.  The rope swing area demonstrates how a simple action such as foot 
traffic can turn into severe erosion.  As visitors walked down the bank to the tree where the swing is located, they created a 
small trail and trampled the vegetation.  That coupled with any rain events and/or snowmelt has led to the formation of an 
eroded gully large enough to fit a school bus into it.  All of the sand formerly on the bank is now in the Black River.

Later this summer, the plan is to stop the erosion at this site once and for all.  Planned treatments include using heavy machin-
ery to reshape the bank and create a small berm that will redirect any rainwater or snowmelt.  The slopes of the gully will be 
reduced to a level that can sustain efforts to reestablish native plants.  Seed and live plants will be installed to create the dense 
root systems that naturally hold soil still.  Finally, Large Woody Debris (LWD) will be placed along the toe of the slope to help 
slow the water against the bank and prevent the river from carry more sand away from the streambank.  With the completion of 
activities at the rope swing site, three of the most severe erosion sites on this stretch of the Black River will be stabilized, leaving 
the banks, the river and its fisheries in a healthier, more natural condition.
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Meet the Crew
Huron Pines has been leading the way through what seems to be 
the busiest field season ever, and the Large Woody Debris project 
is no different.  With an ambitious goal of placing 2,300 trees in 
the Au Sable River this summer, the crew began working in late 
March.  As of the end of June, the Huron Pines Restoration Crew 
had placed 1,333 trees in 96 complexes between the city of Gray-
ling and Parmalee Bridge on the mainstream Au Sable.

Providing guidance and leadership on the crew is veteran habitat 
crew leader, Ken Reed, who is working for his 32nd year of enhanc-
ing fish habitat on the Au Sable River.  Returning to the crew for 
2009 are the familiar faces of Kyle Kennedy and Mitch Reed, both 
of whom join us during summer break from their respective 
universities.  Both are pursuing degrees in Fisheries and Wildlife 
and continue to bring more knowledge and a fresh perspective 
each summer they return.  For an addition of new talent and 
experience, the crew welcomes Grayling native, Paul Martin.  Paul spent many years working in the lumber industry everywhere 
from Grayling to southern Florida.  During that time Paul became very comfortable with chain saws, felling trees and the safety 
needed to successfully implement a project of this scale.

Further down the Au Sable River, beginning in Mio, Huron Pines has three more faces on the river helping to better understand 
the fishery.  Those three, through a partnership with Michigan Department of Natural Resources, are focusing on collecting creel 
information from Mio to McKinley.  Mio native Josh Strach, Tom Schmidt of Roscommon, and Stosh Sendek of Grayling are out on 
the river talking to anglers and reporting what they learn. The information they gather will be used by MDNR to accurately assess 
fishing and harvest pressure for what has come to be known as the “big water” of the Au Sable River.

If you see any of these Huron Pines folks out on the water, please be sure to stop and say hello.

Lupton ORV Trail Project
The Lupton ORV Trail Project was initiated to rehabilitate ORV damage, construct a new trail to link the main trail system, and 
construct a new trail head for the user groups.  The final phase of the project, which included constructing the trail head, install-
ing approximately 350 feet of fencing at the trail head location, was completed in June thanks to the help of our project partners 
and dedicated volunteers. The ATV OFF Road Club of Michigan and local business owner Mark Williams participated in three 
volunteer work days and provided hard work and the use of their equipment.  The remaining portion of the funding will be used 
to place gravel on the parking area and along designated areas on the trail. The new trail head is located off of Doll Road just 
outside the town of Lupton in Ogemaw County.                      

Project partners include:
USDA Forest Service• 
Huron Pines • 
Ogemaw County Road Commission• 
ATV OFF Road Club of Michigan• 
Economic Development for Oscoda County• 
Rose City/Lupton Area Chamber of Commerce• 

Project funders include:
Rose City/Lupton Area Chamber of Commerce • 
West Branch/Ogemaw County Travel  • 
and Visitors Bureau
USDA Forest Service• 
Yamaha Grants Program• 

Volunteers officially opened the restored ORV trail with a ribbon cutting.

Huron Pines crew from left to right: Paul Martin, Mitch Reed, Habitat 
Specialist Eric Nelson, Kyle Kennedy and Crew Leader Ken Reed.
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Coastal Initiative
Over the past two years, Huron Pines has put together 
a plan to address important coastal Lake Huron areas 
—areas that need special attention because they 
contain special ecosystems and are threatened by 
encroaching development. Staff are putting the finish-
ing touches on the MDEQ-funded Coastal Stewardship 
Plan, which includes maps describing the important 
features and priority areas for conservation. The plan 
also includes goals for addressing the many threats to 
the coastline, from invasive species to pollution. These 
goals lay out strategies and costs for Huron Pines and 
partners to help improve and protect the Lake Huron 
coastal ecosystem for the next 10 years.

We’ve already begun moving forward with one of the 
highest priority goals, addressing invasive species. This 
summer, we will complete several projects on private 
land to improve coastal habitat, particularly through 
invasive species removal. Through funding from the 
U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service, we are able to offer a cost-
share program to residents looking to remove invasive 
species from their shoreline properties. In addition, we have planned several invasive 
species workshops and volunteer trainings to get local residents outdoors to enjoy the 
beautiful shoreline while helping monitor the miles of beach under threat from inva-
sives. To learn more about the cost-share program or download volunteer monitoring 
forms, visit the invasive species page on our website.

Other coastal goals that Huron Pines and partners will address in the future include se-
curing conservation easements near the seven identified focus areas in the plan, educat-
ing landowners about good stewardship, encouraging local land use planning, improving 
fish passage and wildlife habitat, reducing pollution to coastal streams, and continuing the plan partnerships. With the help of 
MDEQ, The Nature Conservancy, USDA Forest Service, MDNR, U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service, conservation districts, nonprofits and 
local units of government, we will help landowners protect the Lake Huron Shoreline for many years.

To learn more about Huron Pines’ coastal initiative and how  you can get involved, visit www.huronpines.org.

Working with Partners

Cooperative Conservation Partnership Initiative—Cheboygan River Watershed
Conservation in the Cheboygan River Watershed is getting a boost through funding from the Natural 
Resources Conservation Service. The program, titled Cooperative Conservation Partnership Initiative, 
dedicates additional federal dollars toward habitat improvement and forest management projects in 
targeted watersheds and the Cheboygan has been selected for the next five years. The Cheboygan 
Watershed includes such rivers as the Pigeon, Sturgeon and Black. In partnership with The Nature 
Conservancy, we hope to promote this program to private landowners and help landowners put in 
place sensible land management practices that help protect water quality and improve forest and 
wildlife habitat. Both farmers and forest landowners are eligible to participate in this cost-share  

opportunity. More details will be announced soon, but you can also contact the NRCS District 
Conservationist for more info. In Otsego County, that person is Abby Smith (abigail.smith@
mi.usda.gov) and in Cheboygan County it is Perry Smeltzer (perry.smeltzer@mi.usda.gov). 
We hope to utilize many of these cost-share and technical resources through our Pigeon 
River Habitat Initiative, where our existing program provides a great way to reach  
landowners. 

Upcoming Coastal Events

July 22—Negwegon State Park: learn 
about invasive species while helping to 
save the rare Pitcher’s Thistle.

August 15—Iosco County: help protect 
the Lake Huron coast by removing a patch 
of phragmites.

Invasive vs. native phragmites: do you know the difference? Visit our website to learn 
how to tell them apart (in this photo, the native type is on the right).
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The Board and Staff of Huron Pines are thankful for the support of our members and project 
contributors. These contributors are directly responsible for making our work possible.  

Huron Pines Supporters April 8 to July 2, 2009
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Huron Pines is a not-for-profit, nongovernmental,  

501(c)(3) organization serving  
Alcona, Alpena, Cheboygan, Crawford, Iosco, Montmorency, 

Ogemaw, Oscoda, Otsego, Presque Isle and Roscommon counties.

It’s That Time of Year Again...

 Conservation Projects in Full Swing
Field Season 2009 is upon us and Huron Pines staff are 
making the most of it. Inside this newsletter are just 
some of the many projects we’ve been working on this 
year with the support of our many partners, including 
you. Help us keep up the good work by including a 
donation in the enclosed envelope.

Your time is also a valuable gift to us—help on one of 
our many upcoming projects. Visit www.huronpines.org 
or sign up for our biweekly eNews to learn more.

Thank you for helping to protect 
Northeast Michigan’s environment!


